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The fourth volume of the Off Campus: Seggau School of Thought 
publication series follows the established tradition of offering inter
national academics at all levels of their career a platform for pre
senting their research and engaging in academic exchange. In this 
collection, interdisciplinary essays from different backgrounds and 
contexts reflect on how change is mediated and meditated. Starting 
from questions such as how resignation and ignorance are neg o
tiated, aggressive and violent disputes are addressed, quick fix, 
 temporary solutions to life’s problems are avoided, or in more 
 general terms how radical resistance is expressed or challenges and 
difficulties are articulated, the volume provides a mediation and 
meditation in itself on the scope of issues raised during the Graz 
International Summer School Seggau 2018. By addressing strate
gies that can be used to engage in vigorous intellectual investi
gation, meditating and mediating change offers sets of strategies  
for vigorous intellectual inquiry into social, cultural, economic, 
 religious, and political enigmas.
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Roberta Maierhofer

Identity Statement: Meditating and Mediating Change: 
State – Society – Religion

With the first three volumes of the series “Off Campus: Seggau School of Thought,” a 
material outcome of the Graz International Summer School Seggau was established, 
where students, teachers, and guest lecturers were invited to submit a contribution to 
the overall theme of the topic of that year. This volume is also the outcome of such an 
invitation and shows the breadth of scholarship of the Graz International Summer 
School Seggau that is not only present while the summer institute is taking place, but 
has a more long lasting effect in terms of continuing the discussions initiated in the 
Southern Styrian landscape, and presenting these ideas in a written text. This volume, 
therefore, is a voice of a wider collaboration within a strong research and teaching 
community that was initiated by the summer school, but is not confined to that 
 moment in time. In addition, this publication can be seen as a manifestation of the 
core interests of the Center for Inter-American Studies (CIAS), a tangible and material 
expression, a mission statement in another form articulating intentions and goals of 
CIAS by presenting current research created within the context (and possibly because) 
of existing academic structures and institutionalized relationships. This book series is 
thus another way of re-defining academic cooperation by using existing structures to 
find new and challenging ways of producing and presenting scholarship in the huma-
nities and social sciences. 

The Graz International Summer School Seggau was originally established as an inno-
vative way of thinking outside the box, and was set up as a cooperation between  
the University of Graz, the Diocese Graz-Seckau, and the COMECE, the Commis- 
sion of the Bishops’ Conferences of the European Community in order to facilitate  
a shift in perspective by offering a platform of critical discussion and intellectual 
 encounters, where in a comfortable setting of a castle in the South Eastern region  
of Austria, near the Slovene border in the Styrian wine-growing region more than  
80 students from more than 30 countries and 10 faculty and staff leave their comfort 
zone to find ways of expressing the challenges of the world, to find understanding  
of global affairs and events through a text, through language, in order to reconsider the 
familiar and the known. The series Off Campus: Seggau School of Thought has the same 
intention of offering a platform of critical engagement and academic inquiry that 
 allows us to address the challenges of our times through interdisciplinary engagement. 
This volume was developed by students and faculty and reflects some of the discus-
sions, topics, and methods that have been developed through the coming together of a 
diverse group of people at the Graz International Summer School Seggau 2018, where 
the topic of academic research as a pursuit that takes time, focus, and dedication and 
its mediation in terms of the public are one of the challenges we as academics currently 
face. 
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The Center for Inter-American Studies at the University of Graz has provided a 
home for this summer school in European Studies, as the mission of the center is to 
offer platforms of interdisciplinary and international research. By defining not only the 
field of Inter-American Studies as a way of thinking, an approach, and a perspective in 
order to transcend boundaries on many different levels, it offers us the possibility of 
defining academia itself as a transformation process. Accepted boundaries of time and 
space but also of language and culture – both in Europe and the Americas – are put 
into question and open up the possibility of new structures of thought. Inter-Ameri-
can Studies has thus the potential to revolutionize not only how we think about the 
Americas (including their relationships with Europe and Africa and their pre-Colum-
bian worlds), but also the way in which we think about the various disciplines. In 
 addition, we as scholar-teachers have to place ourselves into this context with a con-
scious decision concerning our own role in the construction and maintenance of aca-
demic methods, approaches, as well as disciplines. Within the European context, there 
has been a tradition of approaching the field of “America” on individual levels – in 
connection with the tradition of colonial ties, such as Europe-Canada, Europe-US, 
and Europe-Latin America. Re-conceptualization of the Americas can take different 
forms, but have one aspect in common: a thinking in networks and connections, an 
interdisciplinary, interregional, and intercultural approach. This redefinition of 
 research areas away from national connotations towards regional (hemispheric) deno-
tations allows for unexpected discoveries of similarities and differences. Through com-
parative research, traditional notions of research transcend linguistic, political, and 
geographical borders that divide the Americas, and thus its main contribution to 
 research is the development of a new (Central and South-East) European perspective. 
At the same time, an outside view of Europe has also provided a starting point for a 
discussion of a common European identity. This new interest in Inter-American rela-
tionships is caused by processes such as globalization and transnational migration  
– developments that transform cultural identities and challenge conceptions of “self ” 
and “other” – and has led to a reconsideration of the framing of regional investigations 
in terms of Area Studies. Especially in Europe, which itself is in the midst of negotia-
ting a “European identity” in addition to national and regional ones, the recognition 
of the “Americanness” of the continent America offers a new approach to – in the 
 European context – unchartered territory: “America” as a whole. In addition to a more 
conventional understanding of scholarship in academia of presentations and publi-
cations, this has initiated a view of the whole in disparity. Research and teaching has 
thus gained a new narrative discourse, and an academic life well lived has contributed 
creatively to the field by questioning our assumptions. 

Such questioning was centered on the issue of how to understand and react to the 
multifaceted changes that we are confronted with in our lives. Although we are fre-
quently told that in today’s world the only consistency is change, our daily lives seem 
to be governed by a surprising consistency and lack of flexibility. Institutions and their 
structures, rules and regulations, habits and routines do not appear to accommodate 
what we have come to think of as our “fluid identities” (Bauman). On the other hand, 
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we experience a lack of agency in reacting to the processes that not only have drastic 
future implications, but are increasingly seen as points of no return. Political uncer-
tainties and climate change, demographic transformation, continual re-thinking of so-
cietal coherence in times of diversity, as well as new technologies that are redefining 
the notion of work, are often met with reactions ranging from resignation to igno-
rance. They sometimes erupt in aggression and violence against others, increasingly 
 taking the place of critical reflection and civic engagement. In order to develop strate-
gies and methods to meet the immense challenges of our time, this summer school 
suggests engaging in academic contemplation and interdisciplinary exchange. In times 
of a constant devaluing of science and scholarship, taking the time for vigorous 
 intellectual investigation is a radical act of resistance to quick-fix solutions. Medita- 
ting change and at the same time mediating change offers us the opportunity of deve-
loping disruptive intellectual approaches and ideas, as we can gain insights into poli-
tical, social, economic, and cultural forces that make us believe that the challenges we 
face are essential, natural, and inevitable. Such thorough analysis offers us the possi-
bility of moving from a passive position to active involvement in transformation pro-
cesses in order to become agents of change by an authentic reformulation of our iden-
tities.

In our interpretation, meditating and mediating change is the taking on of the res-
ponsibility of intellectuals to offer critical in-depth discussion in a world of babble. 
This is a radical commitment to academic pursuit not as abstract, but as concrete and 
necessary as an engagement with state, society, and religion, in order to understand the 
dynamics and structures that govern us as individuals, but also determine the struc-
tures we are all governed by. Such an effort makes us understand the facts and figures, 
the material realities, and how they are culturally represented. The summer school 
 often provides more questions than answers, and has allowed us, as this fourth volume 
of the series “Off Campus: Seggau School of Thought” impressively documents, to 
 investigate the different approaches to the definitions of state, society, and religion, 
and their interconnectedness. Focusing on the emphasis areas of the University of Graz 
– South Eastern Europe and North, Central and South America – this program has 
again offered a basis for discussing global and continental challenges as well as oppor-
tunities that change entails. 

In terms of the proclaimed “Seggau School of Thought,” the hope is that this publi-
cation is not seen simply as a product to be consumed, but as an invitation to engage 
in this process of dialogue, discussion, and connection. Readers are encouraged to 
 accept their own role as empowered agents by seeking expression of both political and 
personal expression of radical definitions of concepts that shape our lives in order to 
map out changes that are necessary to make the world a better place. Textual represen-
tations of the status quo are never abstract, they are radical transformation tools.
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The Editors
Maureen Daly Goggin, Urša Marinšek

Meditating and Mediating Change for Tackling  
Narratives of Social, Political, and Cultural Life:  

Introduction

Maureen Daly Goggin

No [wo]man ever steps in the same river twice, for it’s not the same river  
and [s]he’s not the same [wo]man. 

--Heraclitus

All that you touch/you Change./All that you Change/Changes you./The only lasting 
truth/is Change. 

--Octavia E. Butler

Peace of mind is not the absence of conflict, but the ability to cope with it.  
--Mahatma Ghandi

As the ancient Greek philosopher Heraclitus observed, the only constant in life is 
change. The unending flux of events, ideas, problems, and obstacles makes life extre-
mely challenging and complicated. Change is real but, as Octavia Butler hints, stability 
is only illusory. Conflict is also unavoidable but our ability to deal with it is what will 
bring us peace of mind. What strategies are available to enhance our ability to deal 
with strife? How do we avoid resorting to quick-fix, temporary solutions to life’s prob-
lems? What acts of radical resistance should we seek to address difficulties? What stra-
tegies can we use to engage in vigorous intellectual investigation of any of the myriad 
of conundrums? Both meditating and mediating change offers sets of strategies pre-
cisely for encouraging vigorous intellectual inquiry into social, cultural, economic, reli-
gious, and political enigmas. 

In the summer of 2018, the University of Graz Summer Program at Seggau took 
up the theme of Meditating and Mediating Change: State-Society-Religion, a theme 
this book takes as its title and focus. The chapters within all deal to one degree or ano-
ther with notions of meditating and/or mediating change. In this introduction, we 
 discuss practices of meditation and mediation and then describe how both strategies 
taken together offer a firm basis for coping with challenging conundrums.

Meditation

Meditation has been practiced for thousands of years throughout many cultures.  
But what exactly do we mean by meditation? Shapiro et al. define meditation as “a 
 family of practices that train attention and awareness usually with the aim of foste- 
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ring psychological and spiritual well-being and maturity” (70). They go on to explain 
that 

… meditation does this by training and bringing mental processes under greater volun-
tary control and directing them beneficial ways. This control is used to cultivate specific 
mental qualities such as concentration and calm, and emotions such as joy, love and com-
passion. Through greater awareness, a clearer understanding of oneself and one’s relation-
ship to the world develops. Additionally, it is held that a deeper and more accurate know-
ledge of consciousness and reality manifests” (70–71)

Given our stressful, hectic, and all-consuming lifestyles, the slowing down, connecting 
with our inner qualities, and mindfulness through meditation are especially valuable. 
As Mahatma Ghandi taught us, “Peace of mind is not the absence of conflict, but the 
ability to cope with it.” Meditation can aid in coping as it helps to quiet our minds as 
well as cultivate wisdom and awareness. Such mindfulness is important in all sorts of 
activities and negotiations in which we engage whether social, cultural, economic, and/
or political. 

From personal to public arenas, there is no space in which to avoid change and 
conflict. And change and conflict raise a multitude of questions: How can this politi-
cian do such a thing? Why doesn’t the government offer such a thing? Why does my 
boss react in such a way? What do these people think when they do such a thing? Why 
does this religion hold such and such a position? The questions pile upon questions at 
times seeming to bury us. How do we dig our way out of the worldly chaos? Mind-
fulness seems to be the key.

What does mindfulness do for us? Science has shown that meditation has both psy-
chological benefits and physiological benefits as well as interpersonal relationship 
 benefits because meditation nurtures empathy, an emotion central to confronting con-
flict productively. (On physical and psychological effects, see Fraser.) Meditation, 
 according to Murphy, Donovan, and Taylor, “promote[s] an empathy with created 
things that leads toward oneness with them” (82). This empathy is the first stage 
 toward fruitful negotiation of any magnitude. Meditation also, according to Andy 
 Fraser, “increases our well-being, mindfulness, empathy, resilience, and ability to hand-
le our emotions. It decreases depression, anxiety, and neuroticism” (5). Thus, it aids us 
both within our mind and body. As such, it is a strategy that aids us in all personal and 
public arenas, answering questions for ourselves and promoting productive dialogue 
with others.

In one sector of the public, Jacqueline Royster and Gesa Kirsch draw attention to 
the power of meditation in wissenshaft: “We suggest that using a meditative/contemp-
lative approach allows researchers to access another, often underutilized dimension of 
the research process … This process of paying attention, of being mindful, of atten-
ding to the subtle, intuitive, not-so-obvious parts of research has the capacity to yield 
rich rewards” (84). This strategy helps us to resist the impulse to make “quick judg-
ments: to sort, categorize, analyze, and evaluate immediately the research materials we 
encounter” (85). As it is true in research, as Royster and Kirsch note, it is true further 
afield. Meditation offers positive outcomes for the individual who practices it and for 
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society to the benefit of human communities. It is with this notion that this collection 
takes up mediation in the next section addressing the question: What is the benefit of 
meditation to society?

Mediation

Mediation is defined by Michael West as “one form of alternative dispute resolution 
(ADR), […] a process in which a third party helps others manage their conflict  
– a worthwhile activity in itself. … Mediators help frame conflict into something 
 workable, making peace possible” (1). Yet it is not just in the court or the community 
that we see mediation; it is also a philosophy for life. Thus, it operates on personal as 
well as public issues.

As Suzanne McCorkle and Melanie J. Reese note, “Mediation is grounded in the 
belief that conflict offers an opportunity to build stronger individuals, more satisfying 
relationships, and better communities.” (1). It is not a new practice. It dates back 
thousands of years in courts, political arenas, and social settings. It is important be-
cause “mediation offers disputants interest-based opportunities to play an active part in 
the resolution of conflict instead of relying on a third party to make a decision for 
them” (emphasis added 15). In other words, mediation is a strategy through which we 
become more resilient and sharper in our efforts toward resolution. 

Mediation then names the premise that ideas can move beyond opposition and 
into new relations with the self, others, and whole communities. In other words, as 
William Duffy points out, “pragmatists including but not limited to Charles Pierce, 
William James, and John Dewey, all believed the most useful philosophies were those 
that could mediate competing claims while allowing individuals to arrive at contingent 
truths that facilitate action” (63). Agreement alone is not the goal but agreement with 
action is what is needed in times of conflict. 

As Kenneth Cloke points out, “Meditation is a way of looking into the abyss of 
conflict and allowing it to enter us without overwhelming our equilibrium, but 
instead, pointing us in the direction we need to go -- not only to assist others in stop-
ping, settling, resolving, and transforming their conflicts, but to finally and completely 
transcend them within themselves.” We need to do more than just think through con-
flict, we need to confront it and do the best we can to find the way forward. How do 
we do this? Cloke argues that we embrace both mediation and meditation, a practice 
described in the next section.

Meditation and Mediation in Concert

Confronting the chaos of change and conflict requires us to find a middle path 
through these disruptive forces. There are at least two kinds of middle paths. The first 
is one that simply stays out of both change and conflict by burying our head in the 
sand. This way not only does not resolve the problem, it can exacerbate it. The second 
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way, according to Cloke, is to work with and out of the change and conflict—to come 
to a new way of doing, thinking, being. He observes: 

This deeper, transformational middle way can be accessed through “skillful means,” which 
include not only meditation techniques that assist us in becoming more centered, compas-
sionate, and aware of ourselves and others; but mediation techniques that enable us to en-
gage in authentic and committed listening, openhearted communication, empathetic dia-
logue, creative problem solving, collaborative negotiation, genuine forgiveness, and recon-
ciliation. These quintessential conflict resolution skills allow us to escape the ruts our 
conflicts draw us into, and reveal to us that it is the mind, and not just the flag or the 
wind that is waving. (emphasis added)

To put it another way, we need to call on both mediation and meditation strategies to 
explore fully the differences. We need to become both the change and the conflict, be 
both and to be and—both/and—a position that requires deeper thinking and doing. 
We can turn to Neil Bohr’s discussion of paradoxes of quantum theory which he de-
scribed as “complementarity”—”the concept that two contrasted [opposing] theories, 
such as the wave and particle theories of light, may be able to explain a set of pheno-
mena, although each separately only accounts for some aspects” (356). If we place our-
selves in a position of accepting a counter truth along with our own truth, we come to 
a deeper understanding and resolution than if we go with one side. How do we do 
this? Through both meditation—which allows us to go into ourselves—and media-
tion—which allows us the compassion to listen to the other. In Cloke’s words, we tra-
vel a deep path that is “one that opens for each of us when we transform and transcend 
our conflicts by finding a middle path that includes both of our opposing truths, that 
integrates mediation and meditation into a single koan1, and that practices both as a 
single, undifferentiated whole.”

Facing change and conflict that accompany it is an ongoing process with which we 
can learn how to come to grips. Taking the inner state of meditation and the outer 
 state of mediation as a dual practice can help us to think deeply, walk the “talk,” and 
do what is best at the moment. It is more than just seeing an opponent’s position, it is 
taking it up and working to understand it rather than dismiss it. The chapters in this 
collection help us to see how some have done just that. 

The Organization of the Book

Meditating and Mediating Change is organized into seven sections: Life Stories, Human 
Rights Stories, Governing Stories, Island Stories, Latin American Stories, Marking Sto-
ries, and Making Stories. What all hold in common is the action of stories—not as fic-
tion—but as koan, the Zen concept of paradoxical anecdotes and riddles. Reading 
through these chapters will send you on a journey of meditating or mediating or both 
meditating and mediating at the same time. Enjoy. 

 1 Koan is a paradoxical anecdote or riddle, used in Zen Buddhism to demonstrate the inadequacy of 
logical reasoning and to provoke enlightenment.
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Stephen Katz

The Politics of Being Yourself in an  
Uncertain World1

This essay is about “The Politics of Being Yourself in an Uncertain World” and aims to 
contribute to the GUSEGG 2018 theme of “Meditating and Mediating Change: 
 State-Society-Religion,” by exploring the relationship between outer global uncertainty 
and inner personal life. Since I am sociologist, I begin with sociologist Georg Simmel 
(1858–1918) because of his personal life as a social problem, not just a psychological, 
emotional, or spiritual one. Simmel lived in Berlin, which during his time was a huge 
metropolis with two million inhabitants, and a major hub for Eastern European and 
Russian migration. The University of Berlin was an international research center, al-
though Simmel was banned from working there because he was Jewish. (He did finally 
get an academic appointment at the age of 56 at Strasbourg University in 1914, four 
years before his death). I mention Simmel’s living in cosmopolitan Berlin because it 
 inspired him to write about the urban life around him, evident in his article on “The 
Metropolis and Mental Life” in 1903 (great title), along with others on Rome (1898), 
Florence (1906) and Venice (1907). 

And while contemporaries Karl Marx and Max Weber also analyzed modern life, 
Simmel was interested in the actual experience of it. For example, in the city he obser-
ved a blasé attitude and urban reserve, what we would call “urban cool”, a kind of ner-
vous boredom and apathy from being overwhelmed by the accelerated sensations of 
modern living, something we know all too well today. The blasé urban dweller was 
 joined by other types of persons such as the stranger, the adventurer, and the poor per-
son. When tourist routes to the Alps opened up, Simmel wrote in his article on “The 
Alpine Journey” (in 1895 for a Viennese journal), that it was “an important element of 
the psychic life of our upper strata” (my emphasis, 96). His essay on “The Stranger” is a 
fascinating account of a person who is both insider and outsider and trusted and 
 feared. The “poor person” for Simmel is not defined by their poverty but by the social 
reaction to it. These new kinds of selves are social locations upon which economic and 
political interests, academic and scientific study, urban and social policy, and fictional 
and narrative story-making converge to personify a social milieu. No doubt you could 
all think of other examples from your own cultural backgrounds.

Global Uncertainty

Okay, if we fast-forward Simmel a century after he died to our own time, we find our-
selves in the midst of widespread global uncertainty which commentators attribute to 

 1 This is a version of a new book chapter “Precarious life, Human Development and The Life Course: 
Critical Intersections,” to be published in Precarious Ageing, edited by Amanda Grenier, Chris Phillipson 
and Ron Settersten Jr., Policy Press. Not for quotation or distribution without permission of the author.
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uncontrollable natural disasters, economic volatility, climate change and global terro-
rism. Zygmunt Bauman uses the term “liquid times” (Bauman) and Ulrich Beck “the 
risk society” (Beck) to characterize the disruptions of global uncertainty on local ways 
of life. Complementing their ideas, is the critical work of Saskia Sassen and of Eli zabeth 
Provinelli. For Sassen, the problem is hyper-profiting power of financial capital and its 
austerity regimes that operate beneath and around nations, economies and trade zones 
to create mass human suffering in the spaces of refugee camps and urban slums. While 
such trends are ignored or justified by economists and planners, they drive the expulsi-
ons of people from their life spaces as the flow of wealth from poor to rich in the last 
20 years has grown to 60% in the hands of global 1 percent at the top (13). A telling 
example was the banking mortgage greed in the United States that created 9.3 million 
home foreclosure evictions between 2005 to 2010 (127) and left an uprooted popula-
tion with exhausted assets to fend for themselves. Similarly, Elizabeth Provinelli’s argu-
ment about the postcolonial “abandonment” of vulnerable populations takes the case of 
Australian Aboriginal communities, who are economically marginalized – not out of 
choice but because “they were born at the far end of liberal capitalism’s exhaust system” 
(129). Thus, like the newly dispossessed American homeless, the Australians live in the 
“seams” and “gray economy” of big finance capital, where everyday existence parsed 
into trivial non-events that normalize risk and insecurity. 

The threats of expulsion and abandonment are also examples of how the run-away 
capitalization of survivability itself is aided by the neoliberal dismantling of welfare 
 states and their lifting of protections for livable communities, environments, labor, 
health and security. And this is where Simmel comes back in, because this combinati-
on of global insecurity and neoliberal politics has left it up to individuals to care for 
themselves. Even traditional liberal ideals like freedom and choice have become paths 
of social control, as governments expect their citizens to be self-sufficient responsible, 
adaptable, resilient, and health-conscious individuals. A good example is Wilson and 
Yochim’s critique of the American family mother, who must compensate for collapsing 
support systems and failing schools to keep their families together. Another example is 
what sociologist CLICK: Susan Pickard calls the “new go girl” in the UK, a figure that 
embodies the contradiction between neoliberal entrepreneurial success and “doing-it-
all,” and conformance to feminine ideals that constrain her (Pickard Age Studies; Age, 
Gender, and Sexuality). 

But since my background is in aging studies, I thought it would be interesting to 
look at how problems of uncertainty and crises emerge across the life course and crys-
talize into types of selves based on age and human development. 

Childhood and the Crisis of Obesity

Let’s start with children. The effects of political and environmental neglect on children 
are tremendous. However, in Western countries, the focus on childhood health and 
 safety is reduced to the issue of obesity. The Canadian book, Obesity and the Limits of 
Shame (Seeman and Luciani) is an example of a blossoming literature on childhood 
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obesity as a leading cause of global health problems, such as diabetes and cardiovas-
cular disease, as well as their escalating costs. And true, the statistics can be alarming. 
In the United States in the past three decades childhood obesity rates have nearly qua-
drupled as have rates of associated chronic diseases, as thirty-two percent of American 
children are overweight or obese (with those terms frequently intermixed). The resul-
ting life trajectory, that fat children become fat adults who bear more fat children, is 
creating a globesity epidemic where, for every four malnourished adults in the world, 
five children are overweight (although undernourished people can also be obese). 

The scope of the epidemic has fueled an industry of advice books, fat codes, weight 
charts, calorie apps, diet journals, “before-and-after” social media sites and, unfortuna-
tely, bullying cultures of fat-shaming. In schools, as Deana Leahy points out, the crisis 
is funneled into obesity education aimed at children, who are framed as “health lear-
ners” around nutrition, exercise, and weight. But this learning also disrupts a child’s 
sense of themself as they see fatness – their own and that of others – with a new dis-
gust. Indeed, a child’s school lunch-box itself has become transformed into an object 
of surveillance. And, after being bombarded with virtuous disciplining at school, 
children come home to TV shows such as the moralizing Jamie’s School Dinners or the 
humiliating The Biggest Loser and Honey and We’re Killing the Kids (Rich), where 
 parents, mostly mothers of course, are demonized for failing both their children and 
society at large. Meanwhile, for the privileged family, their flabby child’s body has 
 become a source of medical risk that threatens to denigrate the family’s status (see 
 LeBesco,). Calorie intake, weight gain and fat deposits translate into moral orders of 
social belonging. 

Yet, as schools update their health programs, overhaul their cafeteria lunches, limit 
soda-pop vending machines, and push children to become self-regulating dietitians, 
they struggle to contain the real sources of food-related precarious health in their com-
munities, such as junk food industry monopolies, lack of fresh-food stores in poorer 
areas, shrinking urban green spaces and toxic environments, the elimination of school 
meals and physical exercise programs, and the privatization of food and water-safety 
protection. Obesity has detoured the very real social uncertainties for children into  
the figure of the fat child itself, whose traditional innocence has disappeared into 
 uncontrollable appetite and addiction to sedentary entertainment, and thus become a 
symbol of a threat to healthy aging now and into the future. 

Adolescence and the Troubled Teen

However, as one grows out of obese-risk childhood, the transition to adolescence has 
always been crisis-laden because it was invented as such by experts such as psychologist 
G. Stanley Hall (1844–1924), in his encyclopedic work, Adolescence: Its Psychology and 
its Relations to Physiology, Anthropology, Sociology, Sex, Crime, Religion and Education, 
the full title being representative of the scope of adolescence as “trouble.” Hall’s book is 
clear: adolescence is a flood-zone of delinquent thrill-seeking, emotional vulnerability, 
susceptibility to media influences, mood swings and, for girls, “relational aggression.” 
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The book, both volumes of it, sold over 25,000 copies in its first printing and attracted 
an international readership of reformers, educators, criminologists and child psycholo-
gists, who together created the “troubled teen” as a figure of instability, one that would 
feature in media, literary and consumer images of youth. 

This psychological personification of adolescence was connected to the construc-
tion of the physical risks of puberty, which as Celia Roberts argues in her study of 
 “puberty in crisis,” traces to the production of books about puberty; for example, The 
Adolescent Period: A Graphic and Pictorial Atlas (Shuttleworth) and later, the Atlas of 
Children’s Growth (Tanner and Whitehouse). Tanner’s and other atlases were filled with 
images of puberty that portrayed the vulnerability and frailty of youth. In fact, Tanner 
invented the “Tanner scale” to universalize measured growth around puberty and, 
since it was published in 1962, the scale has been the gold standard for puberty stu-
dies, only to be superseded later by pharmaceutical companies promoting hormone 
treatments for cases of “early” female puberty. 

Hall, Tanner and the sciences of life that manufactured the crises of adolescence 
and puberty migrated to modern redemptive campaigns to prevent teenage pregnancy, 
drug-use, smoking, and school-leaving (see Barcelos). As with childhood obesity, the 
figure of the unstable adolescent is a resourceful one for the educational and political 
control of young life and the sidelining of the violence, abuse, poverty, environmental 
degradation, and social deprivation that actually threaten it. 

Mid-life and the Crisis of Despair

In postwar America, as the life-course was being re-modeled to take account of a grow-
ing aging population, the nebulous idea of the mid-life crisis grew in popularity. In my 
view, this was also another case of social problems, such as the uncertainties of 
 employment, family and health, becoming distilled into the psychologically anxious 
 figure of the mid-lifer, worried about waning of youth and post-prime productivity. 
While books such as Gail Sheehy’s Passages: The Predictable Crises of Adult Life became 
one of the best-selling non-fiction books of all time, it was the psychological team of 
Erik and Joan Erikson who created an eight-stage life-course model that marked out a 
lengthy middle-age as a time of individual crisis. Their books Childhood and Society), 
Identity and the Life Cycle), and The Life Cycle Completed), still selling in the millions, 
helped to migrate the mid-life crises to the centre of attention for a modern public 
worried about aging decline (Gullette, Safe At Last; Aged by Culture). 

For women, the mid-life crisis was also constructed as a biological one because 
 menopause was medicalized as a health disaster, to which the pharmaceutical hormone 
replacement therapy (HRT) industry profitably responded, spurred by the publication 
of Robert A. Wilson’s blockbuster text, Feminine Forever. According to Patricia Cohen, 
mid-life has become a research field of its own, including large funding organizations, 
such as the MacArthur Foundation that funded Bert Brim’s program “Network on 
Midlife” in 1989, a vast repository of data that eventually included cognitive aspects, 
putting the middle-age brain under the microscope of crisis. As with younger life, the 
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publicity around mid-life as a crisis has settled into the figure of the despairing mid-
life voyager, who, like the fat child or troubled teen, is expected to contain the social 
problems around them through their own self-management.

Old Age and the Crisis of Cognitive Memory Decline

As many writers have pointed out, we live in a society that divides aging and later life 
into oppositions between independence and dependence, ability and disability, and re-
silience and frailty (Katz and Calasanti). As the positive half of these equations are to 
be celebrated, the negative half is to be avoided and today that includes the threat of 
cognitive decline and Alzheimer’s disease, which has also been called an epidemic and 
some say, related to that other epidemic, childhood obesity. But even for people who 
do not have Alzheimer’s disease, memory loss is taken to indicate a possible slide from 
a healthy and active third age to a dependent and incapable fourth age. Thus, memory 
maintenance has become a vital project of successful and basically ageless aging (Swin-
nen and Schweda; Whitehouse and George; Williams et al,). This is also evident in a 
growing consumer neuroculture and its many new products for cognitive enhance-
ment, brain optimization (e.g., brain-stimulants and exercises), (Thornton; Rose and 
Abi-Rachid). It is not surprising that pre-dementia conditions for older adults, such as 
Mild Cognitive Impairment (MCI), have emerged as feared cross-boundary diseases 
between normal “forgetfulness” and memory “deficit” (Katz and Peters; Lock,). 

The social determinants of uncertainty in later life, created by disruptive threats to 
community, family, pension plans, retirement security and more, have vaporized into a 
crisis of brain ageing, represented by the figure of the demented senior, often depicted 
by insulting metaphors of an endless funeral, a silent tsunami, a time bomb and a 
mind robber (Behuniak; Zeilig). And despite the expensive research into a “cure” for 
brain aging, too many people with Alzheimers disease remain isolated, neglected and 
abandoned, leading critics to argue for a new ethics of care (Basting; Kontos et al.). 
But we need to think about why brain ageing has been singled out as the main threat 
to the continuity of the life-course and how, just as older people gain some reprieve 
from the stereotypes of chronological age, they now face the frightening uncertainties 
of cognitive decline and the pressures to avoid it through lifestyle and consumerism.

Resilience and Resistance 

In Simmel’s last book translated as The View of Life written in 1918, his last year of life, 
and when Europe was in shambles following World War I, he wonders how life can 
transcend the constraints in which society has trapped it. Could we ever be other than 
the types of selves we have become? I think this is an urgent question, again because so 
many of the burdens of the forces of uncertainty have been foisted on us as indivi-
duals. The status-quo response to uncertainty has been resilience, defined as the indivi-
dual or systematic ability to cope with, adapt to, or “bounce back” from adversity. 
Ecology is one source of resilience research (Holling), but it was in childhood studies 
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(Werner and Smith, Vunerable; Overcoming the Odds; Journey) that the concept really 
took off because researchers discovered that some children could adapt and correct  
the risks and traumas in their lives (Henderson and Denny). The prominent resear-
chers were Emily E. Werner and Ruth S. Smith, who began with their research with 
Hawaiian children (Kauai’s children) where adversity and survival were obviously very 
real social threats. And further, if research could predict such risks and traumas, then it 
could also prepare children to become more resilient as they matured (Goldstein and 
Brooks). Beyond childhood, resilience also creates optimistic models of how life carries 
its own internal recovery mechanism, even for survivors of catastrophes and wars. As 
Rose and Lentzos say, “resilience seems perfectly suited to our present” (11). 

In my own fields of gerontology and aging studies, resilience is a very popular idea 
and I can understand why; because it promotes a positive and democratic approach to 
coping with the various conditions of old age. While not everybody can age healthfully 
or successfully, they can age resiliently even faced with disability and frailty. Thus, 
 there is much excited research on measuring, training, identifying, cultivating and ce-
lebrating resilience in older adults. However, there are problems with the resilience 
concept that should concern us. One is that if uncertainty, risk, adversity, disruption 
or even catastrophe arise, the resilience model assumes these are due to a lack of resi-
lience (Moser). So, however positive or empowering resilience education may be for a 
person, it still creates a division between being resilient and failing to cope. It still can 
blame the victim, in other words, while romanticizing the survivor.

A second problem with the resilience model is that it is an individualizing, neolibe-
ral design for life akin to others, such as adaptability, plasticity, responsibility, em - 
pow erment and entrepreneurship (Maasen and Sutter; Pitts-Taylor “The Plastic Brain” 
The Brain’s Body, Rose). Indeed, the resilient model is full of market language, such as 
assets, gains and losses, reserves, human capital and balances as if a person was a 
kind of mini-economy. In the society of resilience, rather than hoping for security or 
safety, we are taught to expose ourselves to them in order to become strong and live 
well. For the fat child, troubled teen, vulnerable mid-lifer and cognitively aging elder, 
resilience illuminates their presumed instability by offering to resolve it. 

If resilience, the main response our culture of experts offers to the problems of an 
uncertain world, actually reproduces or re-balances it, then how might we imagine 
 resistance to it differently? How might we extend Simmel’s concern about the gover-
nance of life through the self, including resilient selves? And where might we relocate 
our true capacities for belonging and community away from their neoliberal assimila-
tions? One direction comes from philosopher Judith Butler (Precarious Life; Frames of 
War), who says that we need to recognize that all life is vulnerable and precarious, and 
so our forms of government must also recognize and care for these conditions as 
shared aspects of existence. Butler’s ethics is one of inclusion as the bulwark against the 
capitalization of life that separates, abandons, isolates and expels it. That is certainly a 
provocative step, but I also want to conclude with another direction, stemming from 
the work of French philosopher Michel Foucault that brings us back to the politics of 
being yourself. His perspective on resistance is the following: 
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Maybe the target nowadays is not to discover what we are, but to refuse what we are. We 
have to imagine and to build up what we could be to get rid of this kind of political 
“double bind,” which is the simultaneous individualization and totalization of modern 
power structures. The conclusion would be that the political, ethical, social, philosophical 
problem of our days is not to try to liberate the individual from the state, and from the 
state‘s institutions, but to liberate us both from the state and from the type of individuali-
zation which is linked to the state. We have to promote new forms of subjectivity through 
the refusal of this kind of individuality which has been imposed on us for several centu-
ries. (Foucault, 216)

Foucault is not suggesting that a person can simply refuse to be poor, homeless, alone 
or old, but that the political expectations and responsibilities that personalize such 
conditions be refused. His course of action that we “refuse what we are” and “promote 
new forms of subjectivity” also resonates with a renewed imagination about the life-
course and its crisis figures. If, for example, cognitive impairment or dementia for ol-
der adults became less-feared matters of personal decline and more integrated into 
community care and life-affirming environments, then the restrictive disease-models 
and terrifying public images that restrict old age to either being frail or resilient might 
also be refused. 

So, my parting statement, I realize is a long shot, but I want to leave you with the 
thought that if our world of uncertainty, its capitalist brutalities and neoliberal rationa-
lities have made our individual selves their domain of governance, then refusing to be 
ourselves is a radical commitment to embrace a future of collective security, stability 
and social belonging, something Georg Simmel had seen long ago as the core of our 
human sociability.
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Hana Morávková

The Stories Only Skin Can Tell

As a part of the Aging, Communication and Technology module, which took place at the 
Graz International Summer School in Leibnitz, we watched a tape from the Canadian 
artist Lisa Steele called Birthday Suit: With Scars and Defects. In this eleven-minute 
black-and-white piece filmed in 1974 at the occasion of Lisa Steele’s 27th birthday, she 
shows the viewer close-ups of all of her scars and defects on her skin in chronological 
order, and comments on the cause of each scar and the age she was at the time that 
these particular incidents happened. Birthday Suit: With Scars and Defects is testimony 
of the incessantly aging body and it therefore enables us to take up the aging skin as 
skin collecting experiences. Steele, who undresses into her bare-skinned birthday suit 
and then walks towards the camera in order to show the viewer all her scars and defects 
within immediate proximity, sets up a very intimate atmosphere. While she dedicates 
just a short remark to each scar or defect, she then strokes it in a slow pace and lets the 
skin serve as a silent, yet lively witness. 

Steele’s short film encouraged me to focus on the story-telling ability of skin, which 
emerges so vividly particularly in Birthday Suit: With Scars and Defects. Since Steele 
 imparts this ability to her skin through its scars and defects, I determined to inquire 
what one’s own imperfect skin can mediate and what can be mediated through it when 
it is filmed. For this purpose, I extend my focus to Cassandra Bankson who, unlike 
Steele, films her own skin’s imperfections as a part of beauty video blogging. However, 
due to the different context within which she creates her work, her skin is ascribed 
other roles. Yet Bankson and Steele’s works show many similarities and most impor-
tantly, they reveal the stories only skin can tell.

Skin as a Personal Chronicle

One of the strongest messages that I find in the short film Birthday Suit: With Scars 
and Defects is the aforementioned ability of skin to serve as a chronicle. The author 
herself provides a description of the tape saying: “On the occasion of my 27th birthday 
I decided to do a tape that chronicled my passage through time. I have always been 
clumsy, tripping, dropping, falling with alarming regularity. This tape accepts the 
 extent of the consequences” (Steele, “Birthday Suit: With Scars and Defects”).

So instead of simply observing the current aggregate of Steele’s scars, the spectator 
is guided through her autobiography – the incisions of her skin being its milestones. 
However, this autobiography does not depend on her memory, but on what her skin 
has memorized. Simultaneously, as this may mean that some of the scars embodying 
the artist’s clumsiness may have faded by the time she got to celebrate her 27th birth-
day, it also means that her life story is enriched by the incidents she could not have 
 remembered, particularly the surgery and transfusion that she underwent within the 
first year of her life. However, as Jay Prosser elaborates, the ability of the skin to re-

2019_0096_innenteil_DRUCK.indd   29 12.12.19   11:07



30

member and reflect this memory is paradoxically perceived as an undesirable flaw. 
 “Given the function of skin as a visual surface to record, it is ironic that the cultural 
ideal of skin should be skin that forgets. ‘Good skin’ is skin unmarked by the passage 
of time. ‘Bad skin’ means skin marked both by memory and as memorable; we do not 
forget bad skin” (Prosser 54).

I believe that this is what makes Steele’s idea to depict the acceptance of her skin’s 
scars and defects so understandable and relatable. The process of conciliation is mani-
fested through the way she caresses each scar ata slow pace. And as Steele claims, it is 
supposed to represent the acceptance of the extent of the consequences that her clum-
siness has had on her skin. What is essentially being accepted is therefore not her 
clumsiness itself, but rather the inability of the skin to forgive and forget what this 
clumsiness had brought upon. Nevertheless, this does not mean that, in this piece, 
skin should be perceived merely as something that is external to us. After all, as Steven 
Connor says: “The skin is […] the body’s face, the face of its bodiliness” (Connor 29). 
Some of Steele’s scars are indeed in an inseparable relation to her whole body, pointing 
out to the necessity to incise the skin in order to treat the body as a whole in the form 
of a surgery or a transfusion. This inseparability of the body and the skin, and even of 
the skin/body and the self, I dare to claim, is to be felt by the recorded self-touch, by 
the simultaneity of touching and being touched, of being the subject and the object of 
the touch. Here I would like to aptly draw from Connor again and his interpretation 
of Michel Serres who believes that: “[…] this contingency or aptitude for self-touching 
is constitutive of the embodied self ” (qtd. in Connor 231).

According to Wark, et. al., Steele’s scars and defects are embodied souvenirs of per-
sonal experience (95). I would like to argue that this mosaic of embodied souvenirs 
puts together what Prosser calls a “skin autobiography” despite the fact that he uses 
this term for written autobiographies (Prosser 58). I would like to employ this term 
because I believe that it most aptly describes the nature of Steele’s piece as a whole.  
To Prosser, the key characteristic of a skin autobiography is when the author’s writing 
serves as a presentation of a skin disorder (58). While Steele’s scars are not a skin dis-
order per se, the term defects, which she uses, refers to her characteristic marks as to 
something unhealthy or dysfunctional. More importantly, her film explicitly illustrates 
the course of her life through the specific marks of her skin. 

Gendered Skin in Consumer Culture

Before I elaborate on the other piece about filming one’s own skin, I would like to 
briefly describe the context within which this phenomenon occurred. The trend of pic-
turing and exposing skin is becoming more and more common, not only on online 
platforms such as social media and hardcore pornography websites, but skin also serves 
as a convenient object of representation in consumer culture (Lafrance 9; Borgerson 
and Schroeder 103). Borgerson and Schroeder mention how certain photographic 
techniques are meant to create the imagery of a smooth and shiny texture of the skin, 
which is so widespread particularly within consumer culture (105). In relation to this, 
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they draw from Connor who describes this process: “[…] it converts the body into an 
imaginary geometry consisting wholly of vectors, planes and trajectories, rather than 
points and lines […]” (qtd. in Borgerson and Schroeder 120). As Borgerson and 
Schroeder note, such portrayal of the skin might have created an unattainable fantasy, 
which promotes perfect skin as a never-ending project. “Perhaps so-called ‘perfect’ 
skin, celebrated and fetishized in consumer culture imagery, represents an inaccessible 
goal” (120). However, the perfect and smooth skin represents an ideal, particularly of a 
skin that is feminine not masculine. Lafrance says that women have been entreated to 
perfect their skin and its appearance because they are assessed on the basis of their 
skin’s display (7–8). 

The above-described tendencies prevalent in contemporary consumer culture gave 
rise to a phenomenon, which, just as Steele’s Birthday Suit, includes filming of one’s 
own skin. It is the trend of beauty blogging – in this case, vlogging (video blogging), 
which has become especially widespread on the video-sharing website YouTube. These 
videos devoted to skin which fall under the category of beauty blogging are often dedi-
cated to skincare routines, skin product reviews, make-up tutorials and other topics 
that are supposed to offer its viewer instructions how to achieve the goal of having per-
fect skin. This creates a paradoxical situation in which the ability of the (audio)visual 
technology to depict skin’s marks and lines – such as pores, wrinkles or blemishes – 
grows, but so does the imperative of having perfect skin and consequently also the 
need to conceal any of the skin’s unevenness.

The reason why I would like to contrast Steele’s piece with the current trend of 
beauty vlogging is not only to illustrate that this new phenomenon of depicting one’s 
own skin can be considered a skin autobiography, but also to point out how it differs 
from Steele’s piece in the way of how it deals with skin, especially with imperfect skin.

I decided to focus specifically on the YouTube blogger Cassandra Bankson because 
the “revelation” of her skin’s defects in the video Acne Foundation Routine! Pimples, 
Scars, Cystic Acne, Blackheads & Oil! | Cassandra Bankson from 2010, gained a lot of 
 attention and it is currently Bankson’s most watched video with over 28 million views 
(“This Is the Truth Behind My Cystic Acne YouTube Videos”; “Teen Makeup Tips 
Make Cassandra Bankson Famous.”). Furthermore, despite the fact that some of her 
videos which she filmed later on were sponsored by certain cosmetic brands, this video 
was not created for such purpose (Bankson, “MY TRUTH: The Beauty Community 
& Why I ‘Left’“ 00:04:39–00:04:46) and can therefore be considered as a spontaneous 
depiction of Bankson’s own skin defects caused by acne. In fact, unlike Steele’s Birth-
day Suit, Bankson’s almost whole YouTube channel could be understood as her skin 
autobiography because most of her videos revolve around what she later calls “The 
Clear Story” which is the story of how she treated her acne (Bankson, “Cassandra 
Bankson Videos”). While in Birthday Suit, the milestones of Steele’s life are presented 
by the persisting individual scars and defects, in Bankson’s case the viewer is walked 
through her skin autobiography by the means of the individual videos, which show  
the changes of her skin’s state, especially in the videos that Bankson usually calls “Acne 
Updates.” 
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Bankson’s “revelation video” bears one significant commonality with Steele’s Birth-
day Suit and that is the act of an exposure of her skin’s imperfections or defects. In 
 Birthday Suit, this exposure is manifested by Steele’s nudity and by the way she walks 
closer to the camera, closer to the viewer in order for him/her to get a closer look at 
her scars and defects. In contrast to that, what creates the impression of skin exposure 
or revelation in Bankson’s case is that, at first, the viewer gets to see her face with 
 make-up on while she introduces the video. She then shows her skin with all the 
 make-up removed. The whole video is a make-up tutorial in which she shows how she 
conceals her acne with foundation.

Both of these skin exposures can also be interpreted as a form of confession, taking 
into account Prosser’s remark that the autobiography emerges from the religious tradi-
tion of confession through which he associates the skin disorder with sin (58). Howe-
ver, in Bankson’s case, the act of confessing is more explicit by the manner of how she 
refers to her skin condition as something that she is ashamed of (Bankson, “Acne 
Foundation Routine! Pimples, Scars, Cystic Acne, Blackheads & Oil! | Cassandra 
Bankson” 00:01:23–00:01:36). Her motivation to reveal the state of her skin is to be 
interpreted as a confession of not being able to stand up to the ideal of a feminine  
– smooth and flawless – skin which she tries to compensate for by the use of make-up.

In their study about the skin work of acne sufferers, Lafrance and Carey come 
 across a phenomenon, which they describe as “queering one’s skin” (81). Female acne 
sufferers queer their skin through embracing and showing their acne while male acne 
sufferers queer their skin by concealing it (ibid.). This implicates that skin is subject to 
gender norms and revealing one’s own flawed skin as a woman (in both Steele’s and 
Bankson’s case) challenges these norms. As Lafrance says: “The gendered, sexualized 
and racialized complexities of the skin demonstrate the extent to which it is shared by 
the individual and the collective” (9).

I would therefore like to suggest that skin cannot only work as a personal chronicle, 
but also as a collective one. Bankson’s insecurity when she is filming her skin without 
makeup is caused by the expectation of having a perfect skin because it is a female skin 
part of the female skin complexity. Later on, however, Bankson aims to transform this 
insecurity into an embracement. She promotes self-love and takes up acne as a valuable 
experience, which can be understood as a form of a skin queering as well (“This Is the 
Truth Behind My Cystic Acne YouTube Videos”).

Skin that Buys and Sells

While Steele’s piece presents skin as a witness and as the inseparable face of the body, 
Bankson’s skin seems to have acquired different roles in her videos. Some of these roles 
are in a close relation to the skin’s significant portrayal in consumer culture. Bankson’s 
videos likewise reveal the skin’s interconnectedness with the body; her series of five 
 videos show how she cleared her skin, not just with products she used, but also with 
her diet, mental health, balancing hormones, and detoxing. However, this creates the 
impression that the skin no longer serves the body as a whole of which it is a part. The 
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skin becomes something that is supposed to be served by the body. It is the skin that  
is being nurtured, fed, detoxed, and protected from stress. It is highly probable that 
this relation to skin might be specific to those suffering from skin disorders and not to 
those with an unproblematic/healthy skin.

Lafrance and Carey borrow Crossley’s concept of the “twin poles of being and 
 having” in order to point out that acne sufferers experience acne as something they 
both are and have (qtd. in Lafrance and Carey 69). Bankson has acne, which she treats 
with products, feeds with healthy food and keeps away from toxins. But when she says: 
“[…] this is my face” (Bankson, “Acne Foundation Routine! Pimples, Scars, Cystic 
Acne, Blackheads & Oil! | Cassandra Bankson” 00:01:36) as she reveals her skin 
 without makeup, she also is acne because she claims that her face is acne. Additionally, 
this means that the skin as such is reduced to acne and, to accordingly alter my pre-
vious statement, – the acne becomes the one that is supposed to be served by the body.

However, skin in Bankson’s case is not only served by the body, it is also the user  
of cosmetic products which is stressed by the titles of some her videos such as TOP 10 
ACNE PRODUCTS THAT HAD THE BIGGEST IMPACT ON MY SKIN or THE  
5 BEST MOISTURIZERS FOR ACNE PRONE. This suggests that the skin in a sense 
becomes a customer; it is the subject that determines the consumption. Yet the trend 
of beauty blogging makes it more than apparent that skin is also the object of con-
sumption, for it is the perfect skin that is being advertised and transformed into a 
 demanded commodity. Because it is not rare that bloggers (Bankson included) get 
sponsored by certain brands. In the case of beauty bloggers, the sponsors are usually 
cosmetic brands and the promotion takes a form of “try-on” of their products followed 
by a review. Here, skin functions as an advertising space that has the ability to display 
certain product.

This is why Bankson differs from Steele so significantly. Birthday Suit is a depiction 
of acceptance of the (skin’s) current state without putting forth ways how to conceal or 
care for its defects. Bankson as many other bloggers out there does both. The question 
is whether embracing imperfect skin within the “beauty blogging movement” (and 
 simultaneously not dismissing the rigorous skin care and not dismissing the impor-
tance of skin’s condition as such) does not reinforce the ideal of a perfect skin in rela-
tion to which the imperfect skin becomes something one has to defend and settle for. 
In other words, embracing imperfect skin might just reinforce the specific significance 
that has been ascribed to the skin by consumer culture. Bankson herself offers sharp 
criticism of the beauty community, which reflects mainly the brand sponsorship of 
beauty bloggers due to the beauty blogging became a part of the consumer culture and 
adapted its ideal of skin (“MY TRUTH: The Beauty Community & Why I ‘Left’”).

Conclusion

Lisa Steele’s video, Birthday Suit: With Scars and Defects, has inspired me to inquire 
into the ability of skin to serve as a storyteller. Furthermore, I aimed to direct my focus 
on what imperfect skin can mediate and what can be mediated by depicting it on 
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 camera. I argued that Steele’s Birthday Suit is essentially a skin autobiography as Pros-
ser defines it because Steele provides a chronological guide through her skin’s scars and 
defects in order to illustrate the course of her life. I related her piece to today’s pheno-
menon of filming one’s own skin, which falls under the video beauty blogging that is 
strongly linked to the ideal of perfect skin promoted within consumer culture.

Specifically, I chose to focus my attention at the beauty blogger Cassandra Bankson 
and the revelation of her skin without make-up. Bankson is an acne sufferer who devo-
ted her YouTube channel to her journey to clear skin, and I identified elements sugges-
ting that she, as well as Steele, created their own skin autobiographies. Drawing from 
Prosser’s remark that autobiography and confession are strongly linked (58), I inter-
preted both Steele’s and Bankson’s videos as a form of confession and revelation as 
well. Yet in Bankson’s case, I emphasized the confession seems to be triggered by not 
being able to live up to the ideal of perfect and smooth skin, which seems to be ex-
pected particularly of feminine skin. However, later on, in her beauty blogging career, 
Bankson intends to embrace her own skin and support other acne sufferers. This is a 
phenomenon which (as I mention above) Lafrance and Carey call “queering one’s skin” 
(81). Bankson’s videos furthermore suggest that skin nowadays has the ascribed ability 
to act as a consumer that is in charge of the beauty products consumption. Within the 
beauty blogging phenomenon, skin additionally becomes an advertising space.

I am concluding my paper by musing about how Bankson’s skin revelation and her 
whole skin autobiography is taken up by those who watch her videos and relate to her 
story, and whether it motivates them to internally demolish the unattainable goal to 
have a perfect skin or whether revealing and embracing imperfect skin prevents them 
from thinking within their skin. This feature poses the most significant difference be-
tween Steele and Bankson’s skin autobiographies, and I believe that the latter points 
out to the specific expectations that are fabricated by consumer culture. Since Steele 
filmed her Birthday Suit, skin has been ascribed a very particular significance and this 
gene rates an urge to always think within one’s skin, but mainly within its appearance. 

Of course, my paper does not offer an exhaustive listing of all the roles that skin 
can play within skin autobiographies, not to mention all the roles that it can play in 
our lives. However, I hope that I have illustrated how skin defects are able to re-trace 
not only the course of our individual lives but also skin’s course of life within society. 
After all, there will always be stories only skin can tell.

Acknowledgements

I would like to thank Dr. Kim Sawchuk for all the consultations regarding my paper 
and valuable literature provided. She was a great source of support and inspiration.

2019_0096_innenteil_DRUCK.indd   34 12.12.19   11:07



35

Works Cited

Bankson, Cassandra. “Acne Foundation Routine! Pimples, Scars, Cystic Acne, Black-
heads & Oil! | Cassandra Bankson” YouTube, 15 Dec. 2010, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=ex33wtqnNz8&t=131s.

––. “Cassandra Bankson Videos.”  YouTube, YouTube, www.youtube.com/user/Dia-
mondsAndHeels14/videos.

––. “MY TRUTH: The Beauty Community & Why I ‘Left’.”  YouTube, YouTube, 1 
Sept. 2018, www.youtube.com/watch?v=3bQnwzkc5Ww&t=1451s.

––. “This Is the Truth Behind My Cystic Acne YouTube Videos.”  Teen Vogue, Teen-
Vogue.com, 30 May 2018, www.teenvogue.com/story/cassandra-bankson-opens-
up-about-cystic-acne.

Borgerson, Janet L. and Jonathan E. Schroeder. “Making Skin Visible: How Consumer 
Culture Imagery Commodifies Identity.” Body & Society, vol. 24, no. 1–2, 2018, 
pp. 103–136.

Connor, Steven. Book of Skin. Reaktion Books, 2004.
Lafrance, Marc. “Skin Studies.” Body & Society, vol. 24, no. 1–2, 2018, pp. 3–32.
Lafrance, Marc, and Scott R. Carey. “Skin Work.” Body & Society, vol. 24, no. 1–2, 

2018, pp. 55–87.
Prosser, Jay. “Skin memories.” Thinking Through the Skin, edited by Sara Ahmed and 

Jackie Stacey, Routledge, 2004, pp. 52–68. 
Steele, Lisa, performer. Birthday Suit: With Scars and Defects. V Tape, 1974.
Steele, Lisa. “Birthday Suit – Steele & Tomczak.”  Steele & Tomczak, s133370137. 

onlinehome.us/2018/05/05/birthday-suit/.
“Teen Makeup Tips Make Cassandra Bankson Famous.”  Facingacne.com – Acne 

T reatment and Community, 13 June 2018, www.facingacne.com/teen-makeup-tips-
cassandra-bankson-famous/.

Wark, Jayne, and Canadian Electronic Library (Firm). Radical Gestures: Feminism and 
Performance Art in North America. MQUP, 2006.

2019_0096_innenteil_DRUCK.indd   35 12.12.19   11:07



2019_0096_innenteil_DRUCK.indd   36 12.12.19   11:07



Sarah Wagner

Ageing and Indigeneity:  
Guaraní Leaders’ Mediatization Tactics

Pervasive discourses on “the net generation” (see Oblinger and Oblinger 2.2–2.7) and 
“digital natives” (Prensky 1–2) situate large portions of societies – older adults (Bayne 
and Ross), less privileged groups, indigenous peoples (see Ginsburg 289–290) – as 
“others” to the so-called digital age. As critics have argued, these terms not only homo-
genize diverse user groups as technologically proficient/deficient but also propagate 
 assumptions about so-called digital immigrants as slow, from the past and looking 
backwards (Bayne and Ross). 

The innovative and agentive ways that indigenous peoples have appropriated com-
munication technologies (Kral 12) and the demands they have for technologies (Gins-
burg 287–289) have been overlooked and discredited within a deficit perspective on 
their Information and Communication Technology (ICT) practices. While imagina-
ries of indigenous peoples as traditional and technologically averse abound, indigenous 
peoples have not only been early adopters of communication technologies (Budka 
132) but also have overtaken the ownership and management of ICT services, from 
 radio and television stations (Bell 46–65, 296–334; Magallanes Blanco and Ramos 
Rodríguez 179–232; Rodríguez 27–33; Wilson and Stewart 111–159) to mobile net-
works and social media servers (Budka 141–146; Magallanes-Blanco and Rodriguez-
Medina 322–323). 

This chapter contributes to research on the agentive ways that indigenous peoples 
engage with communication media (Wilson and Stewart 3; Wilson et al. 1–3; Soriano 
42–43; Salazar 24–29; Magallanes Blanco and Ramos Rodríguez 11–12) with a parti-
cular focus on the uses of ICTs for intragroup communication. I examine two middle-
aged indigenous leaders’ experiences of mediatization– which for the purposes of this 
chapter I understand as the technologization of communications (see Sawchuk 49; see 
also Hepp 61–68). I draw on Sawchuk’s concept of “tactical mediatization” (59–60) to 
describe how these leaders integrated ICTs into their communicative repertoire in a 
 careful and considered manner to safeguard the continuity of what they considered 
Guaraní ways of communicating. 

Background on the Research 

The research presented in this chapter was drawn from a larger ethnographic project I 
conducted with Guaraní leaders and community members in Argentina and Bolivia 
between September 2013 and 2014. The research process involved periods of partici-
pant observation, group discussions, and qualitative interviews. Here I draw on two 
interviews I conducted with Guaraní leaders through in-person meetings in Spanish, 
each of approximately 70 minutes in length: one with “Alejandro” at his office in 
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 Tarija, Bolivia on September 3, 2014 and the other with “Julio” at his family home in 
Greater Buenos Aires, Argentina on September 28, 2014. Both informants trace their 
heritage to groups of Guaraní-speaking peoples who were expanding into the Bolivian 
Chaco and Cordillera around the time of Spanish colonization (see Melià 15–19; 
 Santos-Granero 340–341).

Alejandro’s Story 

Alejandro was from a small community near Camiri, Santa Cruz Department but 
lived in Tarija city for his work as a Guaraní delegate. He worked closely with leaders 
of the departmental Asamblea del Pueblo Guaraní – the Guaraní governing organiza-
tion in Bolivia (see Wahren 45–46) – on project planning. Over the years he had seen 
many changes in the way leaders and community members communicated and orga-
nized political activities. Handheld two-way radio had been the mainstay for commu-
nications between communities and with leaders at the zonal and departmental levels 
until cell phone coverage arrived in most communities during the previous five years. 
Mobile telephony and computers had become important tools in the departmental 
Asamblea del Pueblo Guaraní office in Tarija, used extensively by leaders to plan pro-
jects and coordinate meetings with government organizations, other indigenous groups 
and community leaders. As Alejandro put it:

From my point of view, it’s important to have the new technologies even more so for us 
because we are indigenous peoples. […] Traditionally, they say indigenous peoples com-
municated via smoke, it’s a lie, smoke! [laughter] And now it’s really important to have 
cell phones so that we can coordinate activities, some meetings, and so on. […] As indi-
genous people, in any case, we are going to be part of this [the new communication tech-
nologies]. Many think that the indigenous need to return to the way they lived before, 
that they need to have their culture with their mist here [gesturing smoking], but no. So 
it’s one thing to maintain the culture, and also, to be on top of this technology, to use and 
to be part of that. […] For example, I am already not accustomed to using pen and paper, 
I am accustomed to this [gesturing at his laptop], so we are already part of this.1

While being part of technological advancements was important, Alejandro felt they 
needed to continue to contest the use of communication technologies for the media-
tion of political discussions and family communication. His ideas on the relevant uses 
of communication technologies echoed Landzelius’ distinction between outreach- 
oriented activities– “geared towards an external public” (5) – and inreach-oriented 
 activities – “geared towards an internal public comprised of fellow group mem- 
bers” (5). On the one hand, Alejandro felt they needed to make better use of commu-
nication technologies like radio to publicize their activities and “obtain power in com-
munication.” On the other hand, he described how they carefully considered and 
 managed the use of communication technologies for intra-organizational communi-
cation. Departmental leaders stationed in Tarija regularly drove the seven-hour journey 

 1  All translations from Spanish are the author’s own.
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to meet with delegates in communities of the zonal assemblies situated in Gran Chaco 
province. This journey was considered necessary when information about political 
 advancements or the subject matter of an upcoming meeting needed to be communi-
cated. Alejandro explained, “The value that we give to speaking cannot be granted over 
the phone, so it is better to communicate, and go communicating.” He explained 
further:

In meetings in our culture you have to meet to come to decisions, and in whatever case, 
you have to be present. So I cannot have a meeting over the radio or the telephone,  
I can’t, this would be impossible. That would be a conference. The use of Skype, or the 
Internet, for a meeting in our culture, this could not happen […] because I have 
 something to tell you and the other person has to say something, so it has to be like this, 
in front of each other, face-to-face. […] A conference is another thing, with one person 
here and another person there, in another country, they are conversing. Meetings in Gua-
raní culture […] have to be in-person, not with someone in there [gesturing to the 
author’s mobile], no. And this is what we will maintain, this is our culture […] It’s fine 
that people have conferences over Skype, but for me this is not a meeting! It is a conversa-
tion, a talk. And the difference is you cannot make decisions that way. 

For Alejandro there was an important distinction between “conversing” and “commu-
nicating.” He considered communication a reciprocal activity that provided opportu-
nity for response. As this kind of reciprocity could only be obtained in-person in his 
perspective, any kind of ICT-mediated form of remote communication was “conver-
sing.” 

Reciprocity is an important concept within Guaraní cultural discourse and parti-
cularly connected to political meetings. Melià explains, “The communal assembly can 
be considered as a form of generalized reciprocity in which what is communicated is 
the freeing gift of the spoken word” (66). While early sources tended to emphasize the 
consensual nature of assemblies, the activity is more important than the outcome, 
more specifically, the reciprocal activity of speaking face-to-face, or “to make reci-
procally to face” (Lowrey 888). As I have described elsewhere (Wagner, “Cultural Revi-
talization” 426–428) interests in safeguarding relaxed, responsive and in-person com-
municative spaces extended beyond assemblies and was evident in the way Guaraní 
community members delimited their everyday uses of ICTs with family and friends. 
Along these lines, Alejandro spoke about how closeness in communication holds  
an integral position in the continuity of Guaraní cultural understanding. He said the 
following:

Communication in our culture, in the Guaraní culture, holds an important role. More 
than to use something to communicate, communication comes from the family, and then 
after that, the community. If I want to pass on our history to my children […] it has to 
involve communication that is very close. I, for example, have received all of this type of 
history of understanding our culture from my grandmother, but in the first place, one has 
to have this nexus of communication, because it is not with whomever that these stories 
can be communicated. So this closeness is part of the communication. If there is not this 
kind of close communication, there would be no transmission of understanding, of our 
ancestral understanding. 
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Along with closeness in communication, speaking in Guaraní language was an impor-
tant part of being Guaraní for Alejandro. He described the situation as follows:

The kids in my community, they speak Guaraní. They’re Guaraní, they speak it […] Evi-
dently, what is happening with the new generation when they start to go to the city is 
that they are starting to forget [the language]. Before I suffered this, when I went to the 
school, for example, they didn’t let me speak Guaraní, in any case, I had to speak Spanish! 
[…] The teacher obliged us to speak Spanish, “If you speak Guaraní, whip!” And I suffe-
red this for years […] getting whipped for speaking Guaraní. And so now there is a law 
[Avelino Siñani-Elizardo Pérez Education Law] that we as indigenous peoples have 
worked hard to obtain […] that makes Guaraní an official language, and all government 
officials in the country are obliged to speak at least one language, aside from Castellano 
[…] Obviously there are people here that work with us that say they are Guaraní but they 
don’t speak Guaraní! It’s strange! They consider themselves Guaraní but they don’t speak! 
In jest I say they are like mutes [laughter].

Julio’s Story 

Julio was the leader of a small community in Glew, Greater Buenos Aires. Along with 
his family, he had moved to Glew when he was 11 or 12 years old, which he described 
as an “uprooting” from their life in Salvador Mazza, Salta. The community’s Guaraní 
heritage was traced through Julio’s grandmother who grew up in Parapety, Bolivia and 
who had migrated to Salta province after escaping from a labor camp. Julio’s grandmo-
ther had been severely beaten for speaking Guaraní in her youth and had forbid her 
children from learning the language. Years later in Glew, Julio’s mother– the previous 
community leader– organized workshops and training sessions to relearn the Guaraní 
language. At the time of research, Julio was studying the language from books he had 
acquired in Bolivia. Yet, language-learning was not Julio’s priority for the community’s 
cultural development and he did not see the loss of the language as indicative of the 
loss of Guaraní culture. Julio explained:

We haven’t forgotten how to be Guaraní […] My family were forced to leave the land 
where we worked [in Salta]. Moving here was a big change […] In Salta we had more 
freedom and we were more independent […] Here one has to work to survive, to give 
food to the children, to make sure they study. The city doesn’t let you meet with your fa-
mily, it doesn’t let you have an assembly with the community. We are always focused on 
the employment. […] But being Guaraní is in the blood, is what my grandmother always 
said. I say to my kids too, everyday, that we are Guaraní, and don’t forget it. That is what 
my grandmother told us, “We are indigenous, we are Guaraní” […] The only thing that 
has changed is that we listen to different music, we go out to dance in a nightclub, but we 
don’t forget our culture […] The Guaraní have always been friendly, very friendly, happy 
and very dedicated in what they do. And this hasn’t changed. What has changed is the 
geography and the way we work. 

What was most concerning to Julio about urban living was the ensuing fragmentation 
of the community. The need to find employment outside of the community individua-
lized families and drew attention away from group-based problem solving. Further-
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more, the discrimination they experienced in the schools and around the neighbor-
hood challenged youth to identify as both Argentinean and indigenous. Julio felt this 
discrimination related to their political and cultural invisibility. As Gordillo and 
Hirsch have argued, Argentina’s European identity was propagated through educatio-
nal materials and government documents and indigenous peoples have been characte-
rized as marginal groups of the past or “other” to the nation state (5). 

Julio stressed the importance of “opening up to the world.” He was first introduced 
to email in 1998 by a colleague at the Instituto Nacional de Asuntos Indigenas and has 
since repeatedly been told by colleagues the importance of using social networks for 
his work as an indigenous leader. In more recent years, he had been working on ob-
taining funding and permissions for communication projects– including an FM radio 
license and a community Wi-Fi signal– which he saw as a way to reunite the commu-
nity in the making of community media and to visibilize their urban– and indige-
nous– standpoint (Wagner and Fernández-Ardèvol; Wagner, “The Politics of Mobile 
Media Inclusion in Argentina” 113–115). As Julio put it, “All this work we need to do 
[i.e. creating their own media channels] is so that we can be actors, it is to give the 
people, the society, the message that we are political subjects.” He explained further:

I decided to buy [his teenage children] advanced mobiles even though sometimes this 
 means that we have had to give up eating in order to be able to afford these communica-
tion tools. […] Always my objective with [providing communication tools] is that the 
youth can become involved in the social networks and transmit everything our culture 
stands for. I want them to see all the things that an advanced cell phone can do, like 
 recording voices, sounds, and adapting things, and doing other audiovisual work […] 
Whereas I just use my cell for voice calls and text messages, for strategic reasons more than 
anything […] what I want to see is that they [the youth] understand these communi-
cation tools at a more advanced level: Whatsapp, Facebook, Twitter, Blogs and all of that.

The “strategic reasons” Julio mentions here elude to something he spoke about often: 
his interests in promoting what he characterized as “direct” or “traditional” communica-
tion within the community. It had been a few years since they held a community assem-
bly and Julio felt the decline in face-to-face communication between community mem-
bers– in part due to the convenience of mobile communication– played a role in the 
community’s fragmentation. He had given away the smartphone he previously  owned 
and limited his use of his basic mobile phone to short updates and the coordination of 
in-person meetings. As I have described elsewhere, Julio did not want to communicate 
with those in the community– or anyone he had an intimate relationship with– using 
social networking sites (Wagner and Fernández-Ardèvol). He said the following:

We have traditional communication, which is the communication of meetings, assem-
blies, between people, when I want to talk to my child or my brother or my wife. It is im-
portant to have our communication, but if I need to contact someone in particular, it is 
important that it is a voice call. Maybe the service cost communicating through Facebook 
or Twitter or WhatsApp is better […] but I am not interested in using the social networks 
for that [messaging people] […] I am interested in direct communication with my sib-
lings, and my children and other colleagues.
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Julio felt that communicating with others via social networking services over-compli-
cated what should be direct and in-person. He contained his social networking use to 
the computer and in this way defined it as “work” rather than as “communication.” He 
used social networks to connect with other leaders, find out about indigenous events, 
and publicize the work they were doing in the community. However, he did not enga-
ge in any kind of negativity online as he felt that difficult issues needed to be dealt 
with in a face-to-face manner. As Julio put it:

I don’t post anything that is degrading or anything about violations of human rights. And 
this is really important. In Facebook I only put the things we are happy about in our 
 situation. […] It is this that I want to show the world, that we have happiness, that we 
have meetings, that we are building things, that we have projects and plans for the future, 
that we go to school, these are positive things that I want to show […] But I don’t post 
things that are going wrong or violations of rights […] because someone has to go there 
and accompany that person and help them to fight for their rights directly. […] If you 
post something like that, all that happens is that people find out about it, and after, 
nothing. 

Generationalities of Colonization 

Mannheim’s iconic work on generations contends that experiences in one’s youth are 
influential in the making of attitudes and concepts on the way life unfolds. For Mann-
heim, age groups can be considered generations when the same events are experienced 
at the same life stages, which in his terms endows individuals with “a common loca-
tion in the social and historical process” (168). In the context of this research, coloni-
zation in the Chaco dispersed and fragmented social processes, displaced peoples from 
their lands and forbid them from speaking their languages (Gordillo and Leguizamón 
35–50). These events did not unfold in a uniform manner spatially or temporally, but 
rather impacted different families at different times. Alejandro grew up speaking 
 Guaraní in his family home and experienced the assault of colonization as he entered 
the school system. In Julio’s case, it was his grandmother who had been beaten for 
speaking Guaraní and through a series of displacements his family’s migratory path 
reached Buenos Aires province. While Julio was in fact older than Alejandro, he was 
also of the “new generation” Alejandro spoke of that had moved to the city and “for-
gotten” the language.

Alejandro’s and Julio’s generational positionings in respect to colonizing events 
shaped the way they framed Guaraní culture and identity. On the one hand, Julio 
 reified Guaraní identity as something that existed “in the blood.” This he connected to 
his grandmother’s way of speaking about being Guaraní. In his youth, he was taught 
that his Guaraní-ness was something to be proud of but to hide: his grandmother 
wouldn’t let the family speak Guaraní and he accompanied his uncle to secret political 
meetings. Being friendly and hardworking was how they expressed themselves, and 
this was what he wanted to visibilize through media channels: their productivity, dedi-
cation and friendliness, and their ongoing pride in being Guaraní. Alejandro, on the 
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other hand, described Guaraní identity as something fluid that was expressed through 
ways of interacting and speaking Guaraní. Alejandro could not understand how any-
one could consider themselves Guaraní and not speak Guaraní. 

Individual life experiences (see Ratzenböck 51, 52) – in addition to generational 
positioning– were influential in shaping the way Alejandro and Julio understood 
 Guaraní cultural practices and how they engaged with communication technologies. 
Both Alejandro and Julio had been involved in leadership activities and had expe-
rienced the significance of face-to-face communication in Guaraní political meetings. 
They both felt in-person communication was pivotal to a Guaraní way of life and 
more “true” or “direct” than ICT-mediated communication. This meant it was impor-
tant to restrict the use of ICTs for ingroup forms of communication and, as discussed 
in the next section, the ways they went about this reflected their particular life expe-
riences. 

Tactical Mediatization

Over the past decade indigenous communicators in Argentina– including Julio– have 
been speaking up in public forums and across media channels to claim their rights  
to “communication with identity” (Wagner, “The Politics of Mobile Media Inclu- 
sion” 111; Mignoli; Basanta 34–35). This movement is not only about obtaining self-
representation– the topic of much indigenous media research (e.g. Magallanes Blanco 
and Ramos Rodríguez 11; Monasterios 3–14; González Lorenzo 1–2; Basanta 32; 
 Wilson and Stewart 19, 111–159; Wilson et al. 3; Wortham 3) – but also about gai-
ning ownership over ICT services to overturn the power structures embedded in com-
munication tools (see Baraldini et al. 32). The inbuilt cultural biases of communica-
tion technologies and knowledge repositories can generate challenging contexts for 
 indigenous peoples (see Verran and Christie 215; van Gelderen and Guthadjaka 16; 
Srinivasan 213; Oppenneer; Duarte and Belarde-Lewis 678–679; Lewis and Fragnito 
29–31). Indigenous organizations in Latin America and elsewhere have tactically trans-
formed online spaces to suit their cultural and political aims (Salazar 24–28; Gómez 
Mont 13–22; Paz Ramos 12–15; Soriano 41–43), employing politically significant yet 
“low profile forms of dissent” (Soriano 34) such as rejecting professional-looking 
 designs or ensuring that planning sessions remain face-to-face.

The main cultural concern surrounding communication technologies for Alejandro 
and Julio was the importance of safeguarding ingroup forms of face-to-face communi-
cation. Julio’s experiences with urban living and the decline of group-based activities in 
his community meant he characterized the relation between ICTs and ingroup com-
munications more as a cultural threat. Mobile internet in particular was providing  
new cost-free forms of communication via social networking sites that in his expe-
rience incited negativity and deterred individuals from handling important issues like 
human rights violations in-person. While he developed strategies to mediatize the 
community’s outreach communications, he tactically managed his own inreach com-
munications so that the negativity, disregard and distance he felt ICT mediation could 
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generate did not encroach on his communications with others in the community. 
 Alejandro spoke more with certainty and pride about the integration of ICTs into the 
Asamblea del Pueblo Guaraní’s political activities. Mobiles and computers had become 
important organizational tools but, considering the significance of face-to-face political 
discussions, he felt transport and movement around the region would always be essen-
tial to their communicative repertoire. 

The way Alejandro and Julio selectively engaged with an array of communication 
media depending on context to safeguard Guaraní cultural practices cannot simply be 
described as technology appropriation. Analyses of appropriation consider the ways 
users negotiate providers’ imagined uses for technologies by developing their own 
 modes of communicating– personalizing services, altering hardware and software  
or even violating providers’ restrictions (see Bar et al. 626; de Souza e Silva et al.  
415–420). Tactics are also maneuvers by those subordinate within a system but are 
more strategic (Sawchuk 58). While appropriation concerns the modes by which users 
transform particular technologies, tactical mediatization concerns the considered and 
strategic ways in which users “adopt, push-back, negotiate, slow-down, or reject the 
pace of mediatization” (Sawchuk 59). 

Conclusion

While concerns about “global” ICTs and “local” cultural identities initially arose over 
the presumed homogenizing influences of foreign, audiovisual contents (see Fejes  
281–282; Morley and Robins 44), this chapter has shown how the technologization of 
everyday, interpersonal communications can generate cultural issues. These issues did 
not simply reflect a digital disadvantage but rather were tactically managed by leaders 
to safeguard the reciprocal forms of communication they considered central to 
 Guaraní cultural practices. Guaraní peoples have a long history of cultural hybridi-
zations and social change (Combès and Lowrey 692–695; Melià 24–25; Santos-Grane-
ro 341–342; Sánchez Canedo 234–240). Tactical mediatization was one-way Guaraní 
leaders were managing the ageing of cultural practices. 

Acknowledgments 

The empirical research drawn on in this chapter was conducted as part of my doctoral 
studies which benefited from a UOC Information and Knowledge Society Doctoral 
Fellowship. Research in Tarija Department, Bolivia was conducted collaboratively with 
the Consejo de Capitanes Guaraní de Tarija and Communidad Estudios JAINA, who 
provided logistical support.  A scholarship from the Ageing + Communication + Tech-
nology (ACT) Project, funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Coun-
cil (SSHRC) of Canada, made possible my attendance at the Graz International Sum-
mer School Seggau (GUSEGG). I am grateful to Dr. Kim Sawchuck and fellow parti-
cipants in the GUSEGG “(Re) Configuring Age and Ageing” Seminar. Discussions in 
this seminar were seminal to the analysis developed in this chapter. 

2019_0096_innenteil_DRUCK.indd   44 12.12.19   11:07



45

Works Cited 

Bar, François, et al. “Mobile Technology Appropriation in a Distant Mirror: Baroqui-
zation, Creolization, and Cannibalism.” New Media & Society, vol. 18, no. 4, 2016, 
pp. 617–36.

Baraldini, Vanina, et al., editors. Comunicación con Identidad: Aportes para la Construc-
ción del Modelo de Comunicación Indígena en Argentina. INAI, 2012.

Basanta, Juan José. “Comunicación y TIC en Organizaciones Indígenas de Argentina.” 
TecCom Studies, no. 5, 2013, pp. 31–37.

Bayne, Siân, and Jen Ross. “The ‘Digital Native’ and ‘Digital Immigrant’: A Dange-
rous Opposition.” Annual Conference of the Society for Research into Higher Edu-
cation, 2007, doi:10.1111/j.1574-695X.1996.tb00232.x.

Bell, Wendy. A Remote Possibility: The Battle for Imparja Television. IAD Press,  
2008.

Budka, Philipp. “From Marginalization to Self-Determined Participation: Indige- 
nous Digital Infrastructures and Technology Appropriation in Northwestern 
Ontario’s Remote Communities.” Journal Des Anthropologues, no. 142–143, 2015, 
pp. 127–53.

Combès, Isabelle, and Kathleen Lowrey. “Slaves without Masters? Arawakan Dynasties 
among the Chiriguano (Bolivian Chaco, Sixteenth to Twentieth Centuries).” 
 Ethnohistory, vol. 53, no. 4, 2006, pp. 689–714.

de Souza e Silva, Adriana, et al. “Mobile Phone Appropriation in the Favelas of Rio de 
Janeiro, Brazil.” New Media & Society, vol. 13, no. 3, Mar. 2011, pp. 411–26.

Duarte, Marisa Elena, and Miranda Belarde-Lewis. “Imagining: Creating Spaces for 
Indigenous Ontologies.” Cataloging and Classification Quarterly, vol. 53, 2015,  
pp. 677–702.

Fejes, F. “Media Imperialism: An Assessment.” Media, Culture & Society, vol. 3, no. 3, 
July 1981, pp. 281–89.

Ginsburg, Faye. “Rethinking the Digital Age.” Global Indigenous Media: Cultures, 
 Poetics and Politics, edited by Pam Wilson and Michelle Stewart, Duke UP, 2008, 
pp. 287–306.

Gómez Mont, Carmen. Los Usos Sociales de Internet en Comunidades Indigenas Mexi-
canas. 2012, doi:10.1017/CBO9781107415324.004.

González Lorenzo, Eva-María. “Nuevas Fórmulas, Nuevos Medios: La Comunicación 
de los Pueblos Indígenas Andinos.” Actas I Congreso Internacional Latina de Comu-
nicación Social, 9–11 December, U de la Laguna, 2009, pp. 1–19, www.revistalati-
nacs.org/09/Sociedad/actas/104evag.pdf 

Gordillo, Gastón, and Silvia Hirsch. “Indigenous Struggles and Contested Identities in 
Argentina: Histories of Invisibilization and Reemergence.” Journal of Latin Ameri-
can Anthropology, vol. 8, no. 3, Sept. 2003, pp. 4–30.

Gordillo, Gastón, and Juan Martín Leguizamón. El Río y la Frontera: Movilizaciones 
Aborígenes, Obras Públicas y MERCOSUR en el Pilcomayo. Editorial Biblos, 2002.

Hepp, Andreas. Cultures of Mediatization. Polity Press, 2013.

2019_0096_innenteil_DRUCK.indd   45 12.12.19   11:07



46

Kral, Inge. “Youth Media as Cultural Practice: Remote Indigenous Youth Speaking 
Out Loud.” Australian Aboriginal Studies, no. 1, 2011, pp. 4–16.

Landzelius, Kyra, editor. Native on the Net: Indigenous and Diasporic Peoples in the 
 Virtual Age. Routledge, 2006.

Lewis, Jason, and Skawennati Tricia Fragnito. “Aboriginal Territories in Cyberspace.” 
Cultural Survival, 2005, pp. 29–31.

Lowrey, Kathleen. “Ethics, Politics, and Host Space: A Comparative Case Study  
from the South American Chaco.” Comparative Studies in Society and History,  
vol. 53, 

no. 04, Oct. 2011, pp. 882–913.
Magallanes-Blanco, Claudia, and Leandro Rodriguez-Medina. “Give Me a Mobile and 

I Will Raise a Community.” Communication and Information Technologies Annual, 
2016, pp. 315–43.

Magallanes Blanco, Claudia, and José Manuel Ramos Rodríguez, editors. Miradas Pro-
pias: Pueblos Indigenas, Comunicacion y Medios en la Sociedad Global. CIESPAL, 
2016.

Mannheim, Karl. “The Problem of Generations.” Essays on the Sociology of Knowledge, 
edited by P. Kecskemeti, Routledge, 1952, pp. 276–322.

Melià, Bartomeu. Ñande Reko: Neustro Modo de Ser. Centro de Investigación y Promo-
ción del Campesinado, 1988.

Mignoli, Luciana. “¿Medios de Comunicación Indígenas?” XIV Jornadas Nacionales de 
Investigadores En Comunicación, Red Nacional de Investigadores en Comunicación, 
2010.

Monasterios, Gloria. “Usos de Internet por Organizaciones Indígenas de Abya Yala: 
Para una Alternativa en Políticas Comunicacionales.” Revista Comunicación, vol. 
122, 2003, pp. 60–69.

Morley, David, and Kevin Robins. Spaces of Identity: Global Media, Electronic Lands-
capes and Cultural Boundaries. Routledge, 1995.

Oblinger, Diana G., and James L. Oblinger., editors. Educating the Net Generation. 
EDUCAUSE, 2005.

Oppenneer, Mark. “Using ICTs for Indigenous Cultural Preservation: Challenges and 
Strategies.” Ethnos Project, 2009, http://www.ethnosproject.org/using-icts-for-indi-
genous-cultural-preservation/.

Paz Ramos, Paulo César. “Diagnóstico de la Página Web de la Asociación de Cabildos 
Indígenas del Norte del Cauca-Colombia.” Razón y Palabra, no. 92, 2015, pp. 
1–24.

Prensky, Marc. “Digital Natives, Digital Immigrants.” On the Horizon, vol. 9, no. 5, 
2001, pp. 1–9.

Ratzenböck, Barbara. “‘Let’s Take a Look Together:’ Walking Interviews in Domestic 
Spaces as a Means to Examine ICT Experiences of Women 60+.” Journal of Com-
munication and Public Relations, vol. 18, no. 1, 2016, pp. 49–64.

Rodríguez, Clemencia. Fissures in the Mediascape: An International Study of Citizens’ 
Media. Hampton Press, 2001.

2019_0096_innenteil_DRUCK.indd   46 12.12.19   11:07



47

Salazar, Juan Francisco. “Articulating an Activist Imaginary: Internet as Counter Public 
Sphere in the Mapuche Movement 1997/2002.” Media Information Australia,  
no. 107, 2003, pp. 19–30.

Sánchez Canedo, Wálter. “La Plaza Tomada: Proceso Histórico y Etnogénesis Musical 
entre los Chiriguano de Bolivia.” Latin American Music Review, vol. 19, no. 2, 
1998, pp. 218–43.

Santos-Granero, Fernando. “Captive Identities, or the Genesis of Subordinate Quasi-
Ethnic Collectivities in the American Tropics.” Ethnicity in Ancient Amazonia: 
 Reconstructing Past Identities from Archaelogy, Linguistics and Ethnohistory, edited by 
Alf Hornburg and Jonathan D. Hill, University Press of Colorado, 2011, 335–348.

Sawchuk, Kim. “Tactical Mediatization and Activist Ageing: Pressures, Push-Backs, 
and the Story of RECAA.” MedieKulture: Journal of Media and Communication 
 Research, vol. 29, no. 54, 2013, pp. 47–64.

Soriano, Cheryll Ruth. “The Arts of Indigenous Online Dissent: Negotiating Techno-
logy, Indigeneity, and Activism in the Cordillera.” Telematics and Informatics, vol. 
29, no. 1, Elsevier Ltd, 2012, pp. 33–44.

Srinivasan, Ramesh. “Re-Thinking the Cultural Codes of New Media: The Question 
Concerning Ontology.” New Media & Society, vol. 15, no. 2, Aug. 2012, pp. 203–
23.

van Gelderen, Ben, and Kathy Guthadjaka. “The Warramiri Website: Applying an 
 Alternative Yolŋu Epistemology to Digital Development.” Research and Practice in 
Technology Enhanced Learning, vol. 12, no. 14, 2017, pp. 1–19.

Verran, Helen, and Michael Christie. “Using/Designing Digital Technologies of Re-
presentation in Aboriginal Australian Knowledge Practices.” Human Technology, 
vol. 3, no. 2, 2007, pp. 214–27.

Wagner, Sarah. “Cultural Revitalization and the Ontology of Communicative Spaces: 
‘Mobile Coordinating’ among Guaraní.” International Journal of Cultural Studies, 
vol. 22, no. 3, 2019, pp. 417–433. 

––. “The Politics of Mobile Media Inclusion in Argentina.” Mobile Participation: 
 Action, Interaction and Practices, edited by Caroline Wamala-Larsson et al., Cam-
bridge Scholars Publishing, 2015, pp. 37–45.

Wagner, Sarah, and Mireia Fernández-Ardèvol. “Decolonizing Mobile Media: Mobile 
Internet Appropriation in a Guaraní Community.” Mobile Media and Communica-
tion, 2019, doi:10.1177/2050157918822163.

Wahren, Juan. “La Reconstrucción Organizativa del Pueblo Guaraní en Bolivia y sus 
Acciones Colectivas por el Territorio.” Revista Sociedad y Equidad, vol. 4, 2012,  
pp. 44–63.

Wilson, Alex, et al. “Reterritorialising Social Media: Indigenous People Rise Up.” Aust-
ralasian Journal of Information Systems, vol. 21, 2017, pp. 1–4.

Wilson, Pamela, and Michelle Stewart, editors. Global Indigenous Media: Cultures, 
 Poetics, and Politics. Duke UP, 2008.

Wortham, Erica. Indigenous Media in Mexico: Culture Community and State. Duke UP, 
2013.

2019_0096_innenteil_DRUCK.indd   47 12.12.19   11:07



2019_0096_innenteil_DRUCK.indd   48 12.12.19   11:07



Daniel Blanche and Kim Sawchuk

Ageing, Activism and Intergenerational Solidarity:  
Reciprocity and Lesson-learning in the Iaioflautas

In 2011, widespread protests took place in Spain, following the imposition of an aus-
terity agenda by the European Commission and the European Central Bank to deal 
with the economic and financial crisis that began in 2008. Sustained actions of protest, 
demonstrations, occupations of public spaces, and blockades erupted in many cities in 
Spain, the largest occurring in Madrid and Barcelona. This evolved into an overarching 
social movement called the 15M, more commonly known abroad as the Indignados, 
comprised primarily of young protestors. 

In Barcelona, a small group of both older and younger protestors organized to provi-
de support to the Indignados. The first action by this group was to occupy the office of a 
transnational bank in October 2011. In this first action, they issued a manifesto under 
the banner of the Iaioflautas. Iaio is a Catalan term of endearment that is commonly 
used for grandparents, while flautas means flutes in Spanish. The name Iaioflautas, still 
used today, is in itself an act of solidarity, a humorous and ironic appropriation of the 
degrading term Perroflautas, roughly translated as dog-flutes. Perroflautas was used fre-
quently by the right-wing news media and government officials in attempts to discredit 
the Indignados movement as nothing but a mob of noisy young hippies. By calling them-
selves Iaioflautas, the group successfully staged a semiotic reversal of this pejorative term. 

From the first moment that the Iaioflautas became allied with the Indignados move-
ment, and throughout the first year of their existence, the Iaioflautas benefitted from 
significant coverage from the local and the national mass media (e.g., Betevé, TV3, 
TVE television channels; Ara, La Vanguardia, El Periódico, El País, El Mundo, Público 
newspapers; Cadena Ser radio station). This extensive coverage of the group’s actions 
led to the formation of approximately 30 more Iaioflautas chapters in cities across Ca-
talonia and Spain and even provided inspiration for the mobilization of older people 
in Germany. The Iaioflautas acted as a sort of “older peoples” branch of the Indignados 
movement. However, the relationship between older and younger members of both 
movements warrants closer examination. How is solidarity achieved and how is it 
 understood, in this case? This is the topic of this paper. 

Just as they re-appropriated and reversed the meaning of the term Perroflautas,  
the Iaioflautas consider themselves the offspring, “the sons and daughters” of this 
 overarching youth movement, yet another reversal of norms and expectations related 
to age and ageing. Many members of the Iaioflautas have long histories of experience 
in politics. This reversal of generational inheritance indicates the willingness of the 
 Iaioflautas to question the expectations of intergenerational knowledge sharing solely 
as kinship, as well as their authority as seniors. This sense of affiliation, the attention to 
and questioning of, the politics of a linear generational logic is echoed by the Iaio’s in 
their public activities and in proclamations such as: “we are the generation that fought 
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and achieved a better life for our sons and daughters” (Lucio and Iaioflautas), a motto 
replicated in their digital presence on public platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and 
their website. 

The economic and financial crisis has receded somewhat in the last lustrum. The 
Indignados movement, as such, has gradually discontinued its actions and activities in 
the seven years that have followed their initial appearance on the political scene. While 
the Indignados movement has waned, the Iaioflautas have endured. They remain active 
and engage in protests across Spain. They continue to affirm that their commitment to 
fight is not only for themselves but for and with the next generation and the future. 
We examine these intergenerational dynamics, and we speculate on some of the rea-
sons that the Iaioflautas have endured, as well as their articulations of the role that is 
played by age in acts of intergenerational solidarity. 

As we suggest, age is not irrelevant, but it does pose questions about whether and 
how members of a solidarity movement are motivated by issues specific to their identi-
ties. For example, some of the Iaioflautas’ actions are age-specific, such as their de-
mands for decent public pensions. However, most of the Iaioflautas’ demands are not 
for pensioners like themselves who are old in the present moment. They are stated 
 explicitly as demands for those who will be old in the future. Participants in the 
 Iaioflautas adhere to the general but precise demands of their movement, which are: 
(1) ending bank bailouts; (2) ensuring quality public health and education; (3) stop-
ping evictions and providing decent housing; (4) ending sex discrimination; (5) 
 repealing the labor reform law; and (6) installing a basic income for all citizens (López 
Aranguren et al. 19) In addition to their specific demand for decent pensions, these are 
the basic tenets, shared by the Indignados, which one ascribes to as a member of the Ia-
ioflautas. They are part of a typical social democratic platform. However, adherence to 
a set of policies does not explain what motivates older activists to come out of their 
dormancy and create, join, and maintain a social movement. Solidarity is a concept 
frequently evoked in the academic literature on social movements (Chazan 461). What 
inspires older people to become activists? Why do they fight for changes that will not 
specifically benefit their lives? How do they pursue their demands for change? How 
have they endured and what makes them so appealing? Why do they engage in acts of 
solidarity with others, including youth? 

Methods and Theory: Collaborating Across Generations, Genders, 
Languages, and Cultures 

The collaborative writing of this paper has been a source for us to engage in a genera-
tive intellectual experience. It has been an intergenerational knowledge exchange that 
takes advantage of our different cultural, linguistic, disciplinary backgrounds and 
 methodological proclivities. 

In addition to looking at the news coverage of the movement, we answer these 
questions, by speaking to the group. Members of the Iaioflautas movement from Bar-
celona were interviewed by the first author of this paper, Daniel. Participants in the 
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movement’s usual meeting spot, a cultural-political neighborhood association, were 
 approached. Following this, 15 members were interviewed using a combination of 
snowball sampling and in-person invitations garnered during a monthly meeting. The 
sample includes highly committed core participants in the movement (i.e., people in 
positions of organizational responsibilities and involved in all actions) and less active, 
peripheral members (i.e., people with no responsibilities and occasional participation). 

These semi-structured interviews were done in Spanish in locations of the 
interviewee’s preference (i.e., home, park, cafeteria, office, or cultural center) and were 
conducted between July and September 2013. At the end of each interview, a short 
survey to collect socio-demographic information on the participants for descriptive 
purposes was administered. The interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed by 
the first author using computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software to identify 
emerging themes. To preserve the confidentiality of the interviewees, we use pseudo-
nyms, accompanied by the interviewees’ ages, at the time of the interviews in this text. 
All quoted material has been translated from Spanish by the first author. In the next 
phase of our collaboration, sections relevant to the research questions were highlighted 
and were then forwarded to the second author, Kim. These sections were then trans-
lated using Google Translate and were recoded a second time. The first author double-
checked the Google translations for accuracy. 

From these transcripts two predominant meta-themes, intergenerational action and 
affect, emerge as responses that allow us to explore our research questions on solidarity, 
ageing, and activism. In the first section, we examine the explicit, pragmatic reasons 
 given by interviewees for joining this movement, from the theoretical perspective of 
generativity and intergenerativity. We analyze the actions undertaken as an expression 
of solidarity, and we consider how these intergenerational exchanges contribute to the 
materialization and enactment of an abstract ideal, like solidarity. In the second sec-
tion, we examine how members of the group express solidarity in affective terms, 
which underscores how commitment to a cause that endures is fueled. In this section, 
we engage with affect theory. 

We maintain that one of the possible reasons that the Iaioflautas persist into the 
present is not simply because their demands have not yet been met. It is also because 
they are successfully able to combine pragmatic goals and their actions of solidarity 
with an affective ethos that generates a kind of joyful solidarity (Nietzsche) that is also 
critical, questioning, and pragmatically oriented. This ethos is predicated on an atten-
tiveness to the relationship between means (actions, process) and ends (goals, objec-
tives) and to what a body or bodies working together can or cannot do in concert 
 (Spinoza III, Prop. 107). 

Intergenerational Solidarity and Pragmatic Acts of Exchange 

It is fitting that we begin our analysis with a contradiction, for as we will show, solida-
rity is not only derived from complete agreement on a stated set of goals. While  
the  Iaioflautas embrace a political platform that is predominantly left-wing, our inter-
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viewees reveal the presence of a myriad of political affinities inside Iaioflautas that 
 includes also center-right voters. The reason behind this, according to some core parti-
cipants, is that despite the presence of the six-point platform, as well as their demand 
for pension reform, the movement’s orientation is towards action rather about an 
 adherence to an ideology, which they stress makes them distinct from more traditional 
political organizations, such as political parties. Older people who join the Iaioflautas 
abide by a set of basic, yet multi-pronged, objectives with a pragmatic focus that allows 
its members to conjoin their past experience with situations that arise in the political 
present. 

Interviewees express explicit concern for the regression of the basic social rights and 
protection policies that their generation had achieved in previous years, thanks to their 
prior political actions. They fear that the reversal of these social gains, in the present, 
will restore the adverse living conditions they have experienced in previous decades, a 
situation that they wish to avoid, not only for themselves but for younger generations. 
Like other social movements of older people, such as the Grey Grannies, the testimo-
nies of the Iaioflautas reveal that they are not solely driven by self-interest, such as bet-
ter pensions or healthcare services. What mobilizes them, and propels them into 
 action, is their interest in the future of those who are younger. This is frequently 
 expressed with reference to the term “solidarity.” 

The word, solidarity emerges in our interviews, and it is implied in discussion. Our 
participants explicitly cite the term when referring to the social groups that they assist: 
youth, elders, those evicted from their homes, students, and other organized move-
ments who seek their support. This urgency to act is related to the sense, felt by some 
of the members, that they do not want to return to the past and that they are aware 
that time is running out. Gustavo [70] and Mario [84] explain that they fight in soli-
darity with the younger generations because they feel close to reaching their own final 
days. Solidarity, as a central value of the movement, emerges in the way that inter-
viewees distance the objectives of their movement from the mandate of charity organi-
zations. Nino [62] welcomes new participants to their monthly assemblies but criti-
cizes attempts to use the movement to solve particular domestic problems such as the 
unemployment of a specific friend or the deficient health care services suffered by a 
particular family member. Solidarity, in this instance, is distinct from acts of charity 
because it occurs at a broader social level. This distinction between actions that are 
 oriented to individual assistance and those that are more general, act as an identity 
marker for the movement and its participants. 

By defining what type of actions are acceptable, this distinction also creates gate-
keeping dynamics within the movement. In the Iaioflautas, acts of solidarity that are 
not specific or individual, but general and social, are often linked to the transfer of past 
and present knowledge, and experience, to both the young and old, although the for-
mer evokes more interest and enthusiasm. As Felix [70] says, helping the unfortunate 
is generous but pious, which is not the kind of solidarity that he wanted to pursue 
when he joined the movement. He is more interested in “educating,” “passing on 
ideas,” or “sowing seeds” in the hopes that in the years to come others will become 
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conscious of the situation that they are in and take the lead for themselves. Kristina 
[58] emphasizes this type of general consciousness-raising task when justifying her 
 involvement in Iaioflautas. Her desire is to counter the discourse of the power-holders, 
a discourse that she says perpetuates the belief that people are living beyond their 
 means. As her words imply, she wishes to offer a counter-discourse that challenges the 
myth that individuals are at fault for their economic condition, not larger systemic 
 issues. This interest in achieving solidarity through a kind of practical grass-roots peda-
gogy that is not oriented towards acts of charity or piety constantly emerges in the 
 interviews and is expressed in various ways. It provides a glimpse into how the Iaio’s 
understand engagement: to raise awareness of the situation; to awaken conscious-
nesses; to engage in pedagogy; to invite people to think, meditate, and, hopefully, sup-
port others on the streets. 

In contemplating solidarity as a motivating force and ideal, interviewees express 
concerns for the well-being of the younger generations, the wish to leave a legacy and 
to transfer their knowledge and culture beyond their immediate networks. The preva-
lence of these remarks suggests that generativity is a factor that motivates ageing acti-
vists, such as those who join Iaioflautas. As Dalia remarks: “We want younger people 
to join us because it is not only our pensions that are at stake: they want to make the 
pensions of the future disappear, they want to leave the young without a pension. And 
they are making things in a way that when you reach sixty-odd, you will not have 
enough years [to retire] and any pension. (74)” Dalia’s motivation to engage in acts of 
solidarity, also revealed by other older participants in Iaioflautas, supports studies that 
assert the presence of generative concerns in later stages in life (Villar 1096). 

This intergenerational co-operation, a pragmatically-enacted expression of solida-
rity, is at play in the performative dynamics that occur during many large collective 
 demonstrations. As observed by some interviewees, when Iaioflatuas are around, for 
example, they often attract younger people (students, adults with children) because 
they feel more protected from the police. In tactical terms, interviewees explain that 
they are often requested to play the role of a barrier, placing their ageing bodies be-
tween the demonstrators and the police to avert possible confrontations. The use of the 
ageing body as a human buffer in solidarity has a dual purpose in this context. It is 
 intended to prevent, as much as possible, disguised infiltrations from the police and 
forestall potential violent behaviors by younger protestors. These specific acts of solida-
rity take physical form and use cultural norms and stereotypes on age to mitigate the 
risk of violent escalations in the heat of a moment. For this reason, Jaime [69] believes 
that the presence of Iaioflautas in direct actions can be seen as a kind of guarantee that 
activities will remain peaceful. Acts of solidarity in this instance can temper tempers. 

Specific tactics are exchanged between the two allied groups producing new combi-
nations of intergenerational actions. In the early days of Iaioflautas, participants 
 learned that they could use secrecy methods to conduct their political activities, lessons 
learned under Franco’s authoritarian rule for their direct actions (e.g., occupations) 
and combine them with new tools (i.e., social media), learned from younger members, 
to communicate their actions to a wider audience. This intergenerational exchange of 
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activist skills has led the Iaioflautas to combine the new (communication and infor-
mation technologies) with the old (organization) and to adapt them to their contin-
gent capabilities (i.e., civil disobedience, direct action). The younger activists who have 
participated in Iaioflautas actions have incorporated lessons from the past into their 
 repertoire of activist skills and in exchange, provide further support, mostly by using 
their social media skills to assist in the dissemination of information. 

Solidarity is enacted through these deliberate processes of intergenerational know-
ledge exchange, teaching moments, that take place between members of the Iaioflautas 
and younger members of other organizations associated with the Indignados move-
ment. This exchange is dynamic, fluid and reciprocal. It is not only bidirectional, from 
the Iaioflautas to the young but can move in either direction. For example, interview-
ees with vast political experience observed that the actions and the organization of the 
Indignados were novel, innovative, and unique in their structure (e.g., leaderlessness, 
decentralization), dynamics (e.g., assemblies), and methods (e.g., social media). These 
innovations surprised the Iaiofalutas positively. They recognize there is something to 
learn. At the same time, the Iaioflautas also perceived that there was an apparent lack 
of organization and an opposition to collaborate with “traditional” organizations (e.g., 
labor unions) because they think that such an alliance would limit the effectiveness of 
the movement as a viable contentious political actor. In other words, the two groups 
do not always agree on tactics, but they do agree to discuss and debate. What is clear is 
that there are specific benefits to be gained from this exchange that outweigh ideolo-
gical or strategic differences. 

Many interviewees explain, with gratitude, that by participating in the Iaioflautas, 
that they have adopted digital technologies to reach a wider audience, but they admit 
that often they still need assistance from younger people because they do have full 
command over all aspects of what these technologies can do. They lack this experience. 
To address this intergenerational gap, the movement has organized internal digital 
workshops under the guidance of younger experts. These opportunities for learning 
are, for many participants, their first encounter with these digital technologies and so-
cial media: 

The first thing we did was to organize two informatics courses because they had no idea 
what Facebook or an email was. Now they love it, both courses. They go “oh, it’s like a 
window just opened to me.” Now they are with their email all day, Facebook all day, 
Twitter all day. ¡Hey, great! But they had no idea, 80% of them. [Biel, 62] 

These acts of intergenerational exchange have resonance beyond the movement itself 
and are understood to be of individual benefit and useful to the movement. 

This reciprocal intergenerational exchange resonates with the concept of intergene-
rativity (George et al. 391; Katz and Whitehouse 248), albeit not in institutional 
 settings. It is occurring in the context of a socio-political movement. This reciprocal 
sharing of knowledge, which does not take place within formal institutions or pro-
grams, emerges from the combined efforts made by people of different ages and life 
 experiences, supporting each other and working together to achieve a common goal. 
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Most importantly, this fusion of knowledge and experience from different generations 
produces new collective synapses, which enables their actions to be more effective and 
useful. It is through these practical activities, that demand the sharing of know-how, a 
commitment of time and energy, and an openness to learning from another generation 
that the experiences that each generation brings are validated in and through the pro-
cess. In these ways, the discourse of solidarity, expressed in words, becomes materially 
and relationally instantiated through deeds. 

Although their manifest interest in benefiting from their political actions prevents 
these participants from fitting the label of being “political altruists” (Giugni and Passy 
6) their predominantly solidarity-driven motives, as we see, provides an opportunity to 
expand the solidarity movement literature, which has traditionally assigned the altruist 
label to forms of mobilization that support/contest issues across national borders, such 
as movements that provide international aid, contest a war, or engage in transnational 
feminist activities. The Iaioflautas’ overt investment in the altruistic ideal of solidarity 
is evident in many of the actions and activities that the movement carries out with 
other organizations, in an intergenerational manner, as discussed. The Iaioflautas colla-
borate closely with other organizations born within or bolstered by the Indignados 
 movement, most notably, the Platform for People Affected by Mortgages (PAH) since 
they pursue common goals regarding housing policies. Many Iaioflautas are regular 
participants in both organizations. The Iaioflautas lend support to actions led by 
younger protestors, often students. While the Iaioflautas engage in what can be charac-
terized as intergenerational acts of altruistic solidarity, interviewees also express that 
their participation is due, in part, to a desire for self-actualization. 

In addition to learning specific skills, such as how to blog or use Twitter, interview-
ees mention that they are concerned about being true to themselves, enacting their 
personal and political values and beliefs, or being at peace with their conscience, espe-
cially after having amassed a repertoire of activist knowledge through the years. Biel 
[62], for example, expresses that in doing so, he can look at himself in the mirror in 
the morning and say “well, between what I think and do there is not much of a dis-
tance.” Dalia [74] states that she does not feel well if she is not participating in the 
fight for a better society. Their pursuit of personal well-being provides further evidence 
of their generativity since they are concerned to improve the lives of others, and they 
are interested in experiencing personal growth through goals and activities that provide 
purpose and meaning to their lives (Serrat et al. 135; Villar 1098). These expressions of 
connection that unsettle, breach distances and lead to action bring us to the next sec-
tion of our paper: the affective politics of intergenerational solidarity. 

Affective Politics, Ageing Bodies, and Joyful Solidarity 

Reading the interviews with the Iaioflautas, one is struck by the passionate expressions 
of the commitment of its members to a political platform that is more than that: it has 
become a cause that has meaning, it creates a sense of connection, it binds them 
 together as a group, and it provides an impetus for acts of solidarity with others. Phra-
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ses such as “it touches me on the nose” [Antón, 63], “I am impassioned” [Félix, 70],  
“I see so much bullshit” [Olivia, 63] all convey the closeness felt to the issues at hand 
that are indicative of the different affective states that lead individual Iaioflautas into 
the performance of particular actions, some that require daring, such as acting as a 
 barrier between protestors and police. Fear, anger, joy, calm, peace, and happiness are 
recurrent terms used to express their affiliation to each other, as well as to this larger 
cause that leads them to the streets in solidarity. 

Scholars within cultural studies have examined these expressions of “feeling” under 
the rubric of affect. Affect theorists stress that affect denotes “visceral forces beneath, 
alongside, or generally other than conscious knowing, vital forces insisting beyond 
emotion —that can serve to drive us toward movement, toward thought and exten-
sion, that can likewise suspend us” (Gregg and Seigworth 1). Affect is not in opposi-
tion to reason and affect theorists try to breach the Manichean divide between reason 
and emotion. Affective sensations and rational motivations are entangled and compel 
us to act. Affect theorists have examined the politics associated with specific states that 
are collectively shared and that reverberate within and amongst specific collectivities, at 
particular moments in time including fear during the era of Reagan (Massumi, The 
 Politics of Everyday Fear 3–38), happiness in this feminist moment (Ahmed, “Happy 
Objects” 29–52; Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion 1), and the cultural politics 
of shame (Probyn, Blush: Faces of Shame; Probyn, “Writing Shame” 71). 

While it is beyond the scope of this paper to delve deeply into affect theory, affect 
is strongly related to movement. Although few have contemplated it in relation to so-
cial movements, there is a relatively robust literature on affect and age, mostly related 
to shame (Bouson). For some theorists of affect, affective states are primarily fleeting 
sensations (Massumi, Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect, Sensation 35). For 
others, the sensations that we experience throughout our lives leave tangible traces 
(Watkins 278–79), indelible marks and bodily memories that are carried forward into 
the lives of our future selves. 

In reviewing these transcripts, both types of affect, those that are ephemeral and 
 those that sustain or recur later in time, are in evidence, most notably when members of 
the Iaioflautas express their anger towards a perceived injustice. While many interview-
ees spoke of their “anger,” all clarified that this was not a permanent or desirable state. 
Instead, for the Iaioflautas, the primary way that they describe how one should feel in 
carrying out acts of solidarity is through joy and a sense of fraternity, not only by pro-
testing but in other collective everyday acts, such as eating together at regular meetings. 

Here we recall that the name Iaioflautas is ironic, and it is their cheeky reappropria-
tion of a slight that propelled them into the media spotlight. The use of humor is a 
part of the activist sensibility that they want to impart, even if, in the words of Olivia 
(63): “I see so much bullshit, so much injustice, and so much corruption that I freak 
out.” In the words of another, “precisely because the fight is serious, you have to come 
with a sense of humor” (Dalia 74). Many of the Iaio’s speak of joy. Dalia (74) said: “we 
are a happy group, a party group, and we fight but we do it with joy.” This is for an 
 explicit reason connected to their desire to give this sensibility to the next generation. 
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Many reflect on what different affective states can do to a body or a soul, what perma-
nent traces they may leave on themselves or on the society that they want to trans-
form: “What we say is that it is not worth fighting outraged. Let them get angry, right? 
That when mobilizing, going to strikes, to occupations, it is necessary to go smiling 
with joy. If you go embittered, you have it rough” (Antón 63). 

Transforming outrage and anger at injustice into a joyful act of solidarity is one of 
the lessons that the Iaioflautas share between themselves and with future generations 
with whom they feel kinship. The actions that are taken must reflect and embody the 
end-goals that are desired: the means and the ends, the process and goals are tied 
 together. In the words of Antón (63): 

I believe that an idea has been generated in Iaioflautas, and it is that if we want a better 
society, then a better society cannot be achieved by being angry or cranky, every day. I do 
not want to say that you cannot get angry from time to time, but to go angry, to live an-
gry, to always be crabby, and to pretend that a better society can come out of that […] it’s 
quite complicated, isn’t it? 

Another interviewee expressed it thus: “the truth is that we have an environment of 
that society that we want to create, right? Of fraternity, harmony, each one does one 
thing while you help us [with other things].” (Dalia 74). While anger may be justified, 
it is not described as a desirable permanent state in which to dwell. Like “sour milk” 
(Anton 63), a movement formed in anger will not produce a better future society but 
will leave a sour taste in the mouth. 

The Iaioflautas often convey that their present actions are not just for them, but for 
future generations. However, one of the many refrains heard throughout the interviews 
is a strong reaction against the expectations of how you should behave and what you 
should do when you are old or retired. This often expressed, in virulent terms, as being 
forced to play dominos, cards, or “boules” after retirement. As Clara (61) plaintively 
asks: “if you are retired, you have had a very active life while you were working, do you 
think that these people are happy when they go out to play dominoes? I don’t know.” 
In a more extreme situation, also repeated, is that post-retirement years can bring a 
kind of spiritual death: “[other retirees] are not capable, their spirits give them nothing 
else than distress, and they are not capable of demanding anything, and they die” 
 (Ernesto 83). Joining the Iaioflautas is in the words of one member, akin to living: 
“well, it proves that even if you are sixty-nine, you are not dead, you are alive, and you 
can keep fighting” (Jaime 69). In this respect, solidarity is carried out for the preserva-
tion of the self. While in one sense, these critiques of their imagined peers can be taken 
as ageist remarks, these are also a critique that addresses the cultural expectations of 
proper behavior in old age. As Margaret Cruickshank writes, “‘learning to be old’ 
 means unlearning much of what we think is true” about aging (ix). It is, perhaps, 
 meant to enliven their own lives, to reinstate self-worth, and to indicate to future 
 generations that another way of being old is possible. Belonging to the Iaioflautas is 
not only an act of solidarity with other generations, but these acts also impart strong 
 feelings that one can continue to be relevant as you age. 
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Throughout the transcripts, there is a discussion of what it means to age as an acti-
vist, and how it feels to age as an activist. One may not necessarily be able to do what 
one could do when younger, and indeed as Lara (68) put it: “I want to be older and do 
things as an older person, I do not want to be one who wants to be young.” As 
Cruickshank writes, defending against ageism calls for the practice of “conscious 
aging,” which involves a mindful resistance to age stereotypes (159). This does not 
mean setting aside an awareness that with age come limitations and different potentials 
but being attuned to changes in capacities. In the case of the Iaio’s this may result in 
using age tactically to dampen the potential of violence. It is simultaneously an embra-
cing of old age, and what it allows one to do even if, as Jaime (69) poetically puts it:  
“I am physically [well], although like old boats whose frames creak.” The body may be 
worn through years of activity. This is true. In this case, to prove that struggles do not 
have an age, one needs to learn to adapt: “what you have to do is adapt the fight to the 
physical conditions that we have today” (Jaime 69). Acts of solidarity with another 
 generation affirm the continuing value of lessons learned in the past. They are both 
made relevant and challenged when the conditions for reciprocal generational 
 exchange are created. These are pragmatic and include the sharing of organizational 
skills, strategies, and tactics such as the art of secrecy. It is as well, an affirmation of  
an ethos, a creative approach to the “art of living” (Baars) that normatively affirms  
that joy in the struggle can revive the activist spirit, even if participating in an act of 
solidarity with those who are younger does not turn back the clock. The Iaios do not 
claim that these actions make them young. The body still creaks. Indeed, their actions 
are often adjusted to fit their retirement schedules and routines. Nevertheless, engaging 
in acts of joyful solidarity allows them to struggle with other younger bodies, despite 
the aches and pains that they carry with them. 

While one’s aging plays a role struggle for social change, some of the Iaio’s have 
considered how age may consolidate tendencies, and habits, from the past. As one 
 interviewee stated, with old age comes traits that “become accentuated” (Félix 70). As 
Felix asserts, traits, values, and sensitivities may become sharpened rather than dulled 
by time: “they say that with old age features and characteristics are accentuated, things 
get pronounced as the cartoonists would say, which are the traits that they remark in a 
caricature. Well, when you’re old, your character accentuates more” (Félix 70). This 
 interviewee adds that they now feel injustice as a hurt, more acutely: “a thing that has 
always hurt me a lot are injustice and lies.” This indicates that affect is not simply a 
momentary or fleeting sensation. Following the writings of feminists such as Watkins, 
Probyn, and Ahmed, affects also leave traces that are incorporated individually and 
collectively. 

Conclusions 

In conclusion, the transcripts of the Iaioflautas, are remarkably replete with insights 
into how they understand intergenerational solidarity operating in discourse and 
through their actions. The Iaioflautas describe what motivates them to act at the same 
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time as they reveal the presence of different affective states that compel them to join a 
social movement that is bigger than their own individual identity-related concerns and 
to enter into solidarity with another generation of activists. Their words convey how 
solidarity is practiced, how it is understood and felt, cognitively and viscerally. Their 
testimonies not only describe their adherence to an ideological platform that is shared 
but contain a glimmer into the workings of what Kant (3) and Weber (54)rigorous 
self-discipline, and the organization of one’s life in the service of God – was made 
 famous by sociologist and political economist Max Weber. In this brilliant study (his 
best-known and most controversial, following Goethe, called “elective affinities”. Such 
affinities may create what we would call, in homage to Nietzsche, a joyful solidarity 
that is not motivated by resentment, but future possibility. Their testimonies confirm, 
more importantly, a demonstration of commitment to solidarity through performative 
enactments that are commensurate with the demands articulated in their platform and 
list of demands. This can be described as the Iaioflautas ethos, a way of living ethically 
“practicing the art of living” as one ages (Baars 1) from the material conditions of the 
moment and one’s life. Their actions connect members to each other, provide indivi-
dual rejuvenation, contribute to a movement larger than themselves, and use the past 
to create a collective project of future-building. “To learn and to share” in the words of 
Antón (63) are productively conjoined. 

What is revealed in the transcripts is how acts of solidarity, which bring about a 
sense of belonging, are tied to the processes of ageing in this instance, in response to 
current conditions for imagined future generations. Through time, we are acted upon, 
which leaves indelible marks, and influences our actions upon ourselves and others.  
As Megan Watkins reminds us, in her perceptive reading of Spinoza, that “there is a 
 distinction between affectus and affectio, the force of an affecting body and the impact 
it leaves on the one affected.” (269). There is also a joy that is created in coming 
 together, as a collective. As Probyn explains: “it is not only the body that moves, bo-
dies come into contact with other bodies. […] A body affects other bodies or is affec-
ted by other bodies; it is this capacity for affecting and being affected that also defines 
a body in its individuality” (“Writing Shame” 77). Social movements bring together 
different corporeal capacities, different ideas, energies and intensities. 

We believe that age studies, in conversation with the literature on solidarity move-
ments, could benefit from an engagement with affect theory as well as the literature  
on generativity. These perspectives help to understand and explain what motivates  
the Iaioflautas and open pathways to explore the many sensibilities, both fleeting and 
enduring, that fuel explicit motivations and pragmatic actions. In the case of the 
 Iaioflautas, continued political activity is affiliated with the sense of being alive, with 
purposeful activity, with passion, with joy, which puts at bay fears of irrelevancy, or 
 social death, that may await one after retirement. What the Iaioflautas teach is that 
being old can be painful at times, “the bones creak,” but that, in the words of Baruch 
Spinoza, “nobody has yet determined the limits of the body’s capabilities: that is, 
 nobody as yet has learned from experience what the body can and cannot do” (III, 
Prop. 2, 106). 
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Marina Alonso Villota

Discussions on Human Trafficking:  
Definitions, Guesstimates, and the Spanish Example

Human trafficking is a stark problem today. Victims of human trafficking are often 
forced into, among other things, sexual exploitation, labor, and begging. Since the rati-
fication of the United Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in 
Persons, especially Women and Children in 2000, more attention and resources have 
been placed on academic research and the development of governmental counter-traf-
ficking strategies. However, the interpretation of the trafficking definition and its 
 application to national laws has created a mosaic of legal definitions about human 
 trafficking. This mosaic directly influences the collection of global data on human traf-
ficking, as national estimations are often based on each national definition of traf-
ficking that may differ from other’s country. 

The present paper analyzes two of the current discussions on the issue of human 
trafficking: definitions and statistics. Firstly, it focuses on the United Nations defini-
tion of human trafficking, analyzing some of its main limitations. Secondly, it looks at 
the quantification of human trafficking and the main academic debate on whether 
collecting global data on human trafficking advances the fight against human traf-
ficking or not. Finally, Spain is taken as a case example to see how legal definitions and 
statistics impact the real understanding of the problem. 

Definitions of Human Trafficking

Motivated by an increasing presence of transnational organized criminal syndicates in 
clandestine migration, and concerned about international border security (Chuang 
10), the United Nations General Assembly stablished an intergovernmental, ad-hoc 
committee with the purpose of developing an international framework to fight trans-
national organized crime, in 1998. It was the first serious attempt done by the inter-
national community to invoke the international law to fight this severe crime. In 
 October 2000, after 11 sessions and the participation of over 120 States, the resulting 
new regime was the Convention Against Transnational Organized Crime, supple-
mented by three additional protocols that dealt with Smuggling of Migrants (2000), 
Trafficking in Persons – Especially Women and Children (2000), and Trafficking in 
Firearms (2001). The Convention was essentially designed as an instrument of inter-
national cooperation with the purpose of fostering cooperation between nations, in 
 order to combat transnational organized crime more effectively. These three instru-
ments were adopted by the General Assembly in November 2000 and opened for 
 signature at high-level intergovernmental meeting convened in Palermo, Italy, in De-
cember 2000, entering into force between 2003 and 2005.
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Among the protocols, the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in 
Persons, especially Women and Children (hereafter Trafficking Protocol) marked a 
 milestone in the international efforts to combat human trafficking. It responded to the 
international community’s need of agreeing on what human trafficking constituted,  
in order to develop a coordinated response to combat it. Thus, the purposes of the 
Trafficking Protocol were summarized with the “3Ps”: to prevent and combat human 
trafficking; to protect and assist victims of trafficking; and to promote cooperation 
among States Parties. To date it has 147 signatories. The article 3(a) of the Trafficking 
Protocol defined human trafficking as follows:

The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring or receipt of persons, by means of the 
threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of 
the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of pay-
ments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over another person, 
for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the exploita-
tion of prostitution, of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labor or servi-
ces, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs.

Human trafficking is thus defined as the sum of three core elements, being an (1) act 
of recruitment, movement, harboring or receipt of a person, (2) by means of force, 
fraud, or coercion, (3) for the purpose of “exploitation”. In the situation of trafficking 
in children (any person under eighteen years of age), means are omitted (Article 3(c)). 
Moreover, the three core elements must be present to constitute the crime of human 
trafficking (UNODC 14). In this way, human trafficking is defined as a post facto 
crime, it just can be criminalized after exploitation has occurred; consequently, traf-
fickers can be prosecuted, and trafficked persons can be protected once exploitation 
has already taken place (Sanghera 14). This would entail, for instance, that in the 
scenario of a potential case of trafficking, if the exploitation had not happened before 
the law enforcement authorities detained suspected traffickers, a case of trafficking 
would be really difficult, or even impossible, to build up based just on the intent of 
 exploitation. Although this condition has recently changed in some countries, such as 
South Africa where the national framework for human trafficking allows the anti-traf-
ficking community to prosecute for the intention of trafficking, in many countries traf-
ficking in human beings is still prosecuted as a post facto crime. 

After the ratification of the Trafficking Protocol, each nation was to implement the 
different provisions of the Convention and its Protocols in its national legislation. This 
process is usually influenced by the singularities of each nation. Consequently, there 
are different national definitions of human trafficking worldwide, and thus a person 
can be considered a criminal or a victim in one country, and not in another (Emser 
20), while some types of trafficking are not criminalized in every country yet. Further-
more, anti-trafficking advocate’s different viewpoints and particular interests, have 
created a diverse mosaic of human trafficking labels that breaks up the anti-trafficking 
community, damaging a uniform and united fight against trafficking (Parreñas, Hwang 
and Lee 1017). 
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But what exactly is human trafficking, is still not clear. Labels such as “modern-day 
slavery,” “the trade in human beings,” “the commodification of human beings,” and 
“trafficking in women and children” have surged by cultural, ideological, and political 
agendas. They have been used to analyze human trafficking, leading to the formulation 
of unsustained legal frameworks, claims and approaches to it, while answering to spe-
cific narratives and interests (Emser 21), creating a multiplicity of human trafficking 
definitions and descriptions. 

Guesstimates of Human Trafficking

The lack of strict and applicable definitions directly influences the availability of re-
liable data. International institutions, governmental organizations, NGOs, and resear-
chers have tried to measure the dimensions of human trafficking in order to obtain 
 information about the nature, extent, location and profile of both traffickers and 
victims. The aim of quantifying human trafficking has prevailed within the anti- 
trafficking community since the 2000s (Yea 1). However, due to the clandestine nature 
of trafficking, the lack of consistent definitions and the absence of systemic research 
and collection of data, there is little reliable information about the scope of human 
trafficking worldwide (Weitzer 7). Instead, guesstimates prevail in this field and some-
times are even used as real statistics by anti-trafficking practitioners to “explain” the 
 issue of human trafficking, and to justify the investment in specific strategies that ben-
efit the practitioners themselves too (Yea 1, Weitzer 7). Thus, the question of whether 
global trafficking prevalence data indeed advances the fight against human trafficking 
has started a big debate.

On the one hand, defenders of the importance of collecting global data on human 
trafficking argue that this data is crucial to inform and drive anti-trafficking measures. 
In order to respond to the challenges of human trafficking, political institutions and 
international organizations feel the need of knowing the current state of the issue, tra-
cing national, regional and global trends (David 148–152; Robinson et al. 157–160). 
Some of the most well-known databases on human trafficking – although criticized by 
their methodology and definitions too (Gallaghan 94, Weitzer 15) – are the databases 
of the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime / United Nations Global Initiative 
to Fight Trafficking (UNODC/UN.GIFT), the International Labour Organization 
(ILO), the International Organization for Migration (IOM) and the United States 
 Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons. Periodically, they publish 
 reports on the state of human trafficking worldwide, that are then used by the anti-
trafficking community to build up their own information. Moreover, the U.S. yearly 
analyzes the state of each country on the fight against human trafficking – labeling 
countries depending on the efforts taken to fight human trafficking and making 
 recommendations to them. It is important to note that these databases have different 
units of measure and, therefore, the numbers on human trafficking differ from one to 
another. However, one of the common mistakes of the anti-trafficking community is 
to use data from different databases, looking just at final numbers without taking into 
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account what they really mean. Therefore, the resulting information is unsustained and 
thus not representative of reality.

In this line, two more problems of collecting global data on human trafficking shall 
be mentioned. The anti-trafficking community suffers from an ‘epidemiological ane-
mia’ – the “lack of primary data collection based on sound sampling procedures” 
(Zhang and Cai 39) –, and from ‘a demographic disorder,’ an “unsystematic use and 
interpretation of population data” (Robinson et al. 157). The lack of a systemically 
unified methodology for the research and use of trafficking data contributes to the lack 
of reliable literature on trafficking, and the development of effective responses towards 
it. As Feignold argues, although conflating ‘trafficking’ with ‘slavery’ “may be rhetori-
cally appealing, they diminish conceptual clarity, exacerbating one of the key problems 
in the field” (154). Doing so, databases such as the Walk Free Foundation’s Global 
 Slavery Index (hereafter GSI) have been highly criticized. GSI collects information 
about ‘modern-day slavery’ in each country, assesses and ranks government responses. 
However, it compares information about countries from unstandardized and non-
comparable sources, seeking what Weitzer calls to “name and shame” the “worst” 
countries on the trafficking issue (14), without properly clarifying definitions, sour- 
ces or methodology (Gallagher 90–112). Thus, according to the GSI, an estimated 
40.3 million people were living in modern slavery in 2016. Although unreliable, this 
type of alarming numbers are highly used by media and anti-trafficking advocates, ob-
fuscating the understanding of trafficking and the possibility of developing a real and 
effective strategy to combat it.

In contrast to the defenders of the need of quantifying the extent of human traf-
ficking globally, some experts wonder whether it would be worth trying to collect glo-
bal statistics, even if we could collect them (Feingold 155). They argue that global 
 statistics provide a false precision of quantification (Feingold 47). Firstly, global statis-
tics often compare numbers that come from different databases and different basic 
units for their measures (as the GSI does). Thus, having in mind the differences be-
tween national legal frameworks on human trafficking, at a macro-level research, com-
parison of nations regarding their numbers on trafficking are inherently flawed 
 (Weitzer 15). Secondly global statistics on the prevalence of trafficking have been 
argued to ignore the qualitative dimension of the issue, and therefore ignore the 
 importance of the context blurring the understanding of trafficking’s complex reality 
(Dottridge 161–164). Lastly, as the defenders of global statistics also agree with, the 
lack of systemically developed methodology obfuscates the understanding of traf-
ficking and complicates the development of counter-trafficking strategies. Large num-
bers do not allow us to see singularities of each country, community or case of 
 trafficking, and therefore, a lot of valuable information is lost. 

However, despite the position taken, both agree on the need of developing 
 evidence-based research in order to get more insights from the lived experiences of those 
involved in trafficking. Macro-level estimations should not be abandoned, argue its 
 defenders (Robinson et al. 158), but we should start small to then achieve a good global 
estimates database. Focusing on doing micro-level research, clarifying the terms, objec-
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tives and context of the research could help to avoid possible biases; triangulate and 
 validate methods, while sharing data and research results globally, could strengthen anti-
trafficking efforts. This could help to overcome disparities on trafficking definitions, and 
improve coordination and success on counter-trafficking  strategies. 

Human Trafficking in Spain

According to United Nations UNODC report, Spain is considered as a transit and 
 destination country for victims of human trafficking due to its geographical situation. 
Spain ratified the Palermo Protocol on 21 February, 2002 (BOE de 11/12/2003) that 
entered into force on the 25th of December, 2003. Since then, the Spanish Govern-
ment has made several improvements in the fight of trafficking – such as developing the 
Framework Protocol for the Protection of Victims of Trafficking (Gobierno de  España 
2011), and a national action plan against the trafficking of women and girls for the pur-
pose of sexual exploitation (Gobierno de España, 2015–2018). However, the Spanish 
approach to trafficking has been largely focused on the fight against  trafficking for the 
purpose of sexual exploitation to the detriment of other types of  exploitation, such as 
labor exploitation, child trafficking and trafficking of Spanish nationals (GRETA 5). 
The United States Trafficking Persons Report 2018 categorized Spanish government 
 response with a Tier 1 because it “fully meets the minimum  standards for the elimina-
tion of trafficking” (US 392), although the Spanish government had called for less re-
search than the previous years, had not implemented victim protection laws during the 
trials, and had not invested resources to run centers to help victims (US 392). Thus, 
Spain has still a long way to walk in terms of the anti-trafficking fight. 

One important point to take into account when it comes to understanding human 
trafficking in Spain, is the common misunderstanding between human trafficking and 
exploitation; and the widespread confusion between human trafficking and smuggling 
of migrants (that also affects other Spanish speaking countries). On the one hand, 
 regarding human trafficking and exploitation, Spain criminalizes human trafficking in 
the Article 177 bis of the Penal Code, following the Trafficking Protocol’s definition, 
whereas sexual exploitation is criminalized under the Articles 187, and labor exploita-
tion under the Article 311 of the Penal Code. One of the main differences between 
human trafficking and exploitation in Spain relies on the element (1) act of recruit-
ment, movement, harboring or receipt of a person, of the human trafficking crime, 
that is not present in the exploitation. If the act cannot be proven, the crime could not 
be considered trafficking but exploitation, and thus, legal and economic penalties to 
traffickers would be reduced by half. In 2017, the total number of people prosecuted 
for trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation were 73, and 17 were prosecuted 
for trafficking for forced labour. In contrast, the number of prosecuted people for 
 sexual and labour exploitation maintains a balance, being both 72 (Gobierno de 
 España 16). The tendency of Spanish government to understand human trafficking as 
trafficking for sexual exploitation, has negatively impacted the identification and pro-
secution of other types of trafficking (GRETA 5). 
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On the other hand, there is a popular misunderstanding between what human 
 trafficking and smuggling of migrants legally mean. At the initial stage of the traf-
ficking process, when the victim has migrated internationally, but exploitation has  
not yet taken place, human trafficking is legally indistinguishable from “agent-facili-
tated voluntary migration or smuggling” (Sanghera 14). Smuggling of migrants is 
 defined in the as “the procurement, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a finan- 
cial or other material benefit, of the ilegal entry of a person into a State Party of which 
the person is not a national or a permanent resident” and it was considered a crime 
under the United Nations Protocol against the Smuggling of Migrants, in 2003. Al-
though at some point human trafficking and smuggling of migrants may be indistin-
guishable, it is important to highlight some differences, which are particularly im-
portant in Spanish speaking countries due to the Spanish translation of both terms 
(human trafficking or trata de personas; and smuggling of migrants or tráfico de per-
sonas) (See table 1).

Human trafficking
(trata de personas)

Trafficking in  
children

Smuggling of migrants
(tráfico de personas)

Type of crime Exploitative, often an 
 on-going exploitative rela-
tionship between trafficker 
and victim that generates 
profits, financial or other-
wise for trafficker

Commercial relationship between  
smuggler and smuggled migrant that  
usually ends after the illegal border  
crossing

Age of the person Over 18 Under 18 Irrelevant

Mental element Intention

Material elements Acts …
Means …
Purpose: exploitation

Acts …
Purpose:  
exploitation

Act: procurement of  
an illegal entry
Purpose: financial or 
other material benefit

Consent Irrelevant once means are 
established

Irrelevant. 
No need to es-
tablish means

The smuggled person 
usually consents to  
being smuggled

Transnationality Not required.
Border crossing – legal or 
illegal – is not an element  
of the definition

Required. 
Illegal border crossing is an element of  
the definition

Organised crime  
element Not required

Relationship Exploitative Commercial

Table 1 Human Rights Education for Legal Professionals (HELP). “Combating Trafficking 
in Human Beings.” Council of Europe.
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Trata and tráfico are often confused and exchanged because tráfico is the literal trans-
lation of trafficking, but means smuggling instead. Media usually confuses both terms 
and exchanges them, sometimes even ignoring the differences between them and just 
criticizing the problem or law enforcement units’ responses to combat it. This leads to 
greater confusion about the issue by Spanish population, and therefore a decrease of 
 citizenship awareness about what trafficking really is and how to fight it. Nowadays, 
when Spain, Central and South America are experiencing big migrations and border 
security issues, these differences should be clarified, and people should be warned 
about this obscure reality. It is important to note that whilst human trafficking is a 
crime that attempts against the rights of a physical person, the crime of smuggling of 
migrants attempts against the integrity of the State where the migrants are being 
smuggled into.

Conclusion

Learning what is human trafficking and how to recognize it, may be crucial for civi-
lians to be aware, protected and helpful towards others in case of encountering a traf-
ficked person. The popular believe about trafficking happening far away, in another 
part of the globe, is far from being true. Human trafficking is a problem that affects 
every country worldwide, and of which anyone could actually be a victim. Thus, it is 
important to critically analyze the information obtained, looking at the sources used, 
the definitions, methodology and interpretation measures followed, in order to not 
 reproduce and spread unsustained information, nor contribute to the blurring of 
 human trafficking understanding; but instead taking action to discern real and false 
informa tion, as well as real dangers covered with good actions. 

The present paper has firstly analyzed the United Nations definition of human 
 trafficking and the three core elements of which it is composed: the (1) act of recruit-
ment, movement, harboring or receipt of a person, (2) by means of force, fraud, or 
 coercion, (3) for the purpose of “exploitation”. Thus, it has been argued the post facto 
nature of the crime that difficulties the prosecution of traffickers and protection of 
trafficked based on the intention of exploitation, when exploitation has not yet oc-
curred. Moreover, other limitations of the trafficking definition has been explained, 
such as the problematic procedure of the implementation of the definition into the 
 national framework, that has led the surge of a mosaic of trafficking definitions world-
wide, complementing the existence of different narratives on human trafficking, that 
blur and obfuscate the already complex reality of the issue, that hinder the fight 
against trafficking. Secondly, the focus has been placed on the guesstimates of human 
trafficking and the current academic debate on whether collection of global data on 
 human trafficking advances the fight against it. On the one hand, defenders of the 
 position argue that global data is crucial to drive debates and make decisions within 
the anti-trafficking community; on the other hand, some experts argue that, although 
we could achieve a systematically correct procedure for the obtention of global data,  
it would not be useful as it forgets qualitative and contextual aspects of the human 
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trafficking problem, that are important for its proper understanding. Finally, the Spa-
nish example has been briefly discussed in order to see how definitions of human 
 trafficking, exploitation and smuggling of migrants are still undefined in practice, and 
how the issue of human trafficking can be easily confused if data, definition and 
 sources are not previously analyzed and carefully used. Starting by micro-level research, 
understanding lived experiences of people who has lived first hand the horrors of 
 human trafficking and who has combat it, will help us to destroy stereotypes and 
 unsustained narratives, to finally face the problem taking into account all its comple-
xity and variety of facets. 
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Eva Čivrná

Hyperconnected Lovotics:  
Post-Humanist Representation of Inequality

Meditating and mediating change in a field of inequalities from the perspective of 
technology and economy can take a lot of different forms. The common ground for all 
of them is the fear surrounding those topics, which we have to deal with. In order to 
examine this fear and its social value and function, I meditate on the topic of artificial 
intelligence and fear of it. This meditation is a meditation of change we cannot avoid, 
and which is currently happening. As in every meditation, I started with a topic on 
which I have a solid grounding and came up with the idea of examining fear of losing 
intimacy and robotification of both physical and psychical love, disturbing the gen-
dered structure of society and creating new inequalities.

While meditating on this essay, I discovered that fear and anger are common ways 
of facing change. Even though scholars discuss trans- and post-humanism, the fear is 
still present there. I explored some of the worst scenarios possible to discover through 
the lens of social inequalities. I have focused on a feminist perspective and examined 
the concept of love and romantic affection with robots, as well as the physical inti-
macy, and possible gender-based violence inflicted upon robots as well as possibly 
upon human women.

But what is the actual reason to deal with rights of robots, which are now barely 
existent and serve only as a technologic curiosity? Our behavior towards them could 
serve, and in this essay it definitely serves, as an indicator and measurement of our 
own ethical values and social inequalities. 

According to a report from a tech industry festival, which introduced a female sex 
robot named Samantha, she was molested and almost destroyed. The possible reason 
for this abhorrent destruction was that her developers stated that “[…] project will do 
anything to indulge their customers” (Sputnik News). 

This incident prompted philosopher Slavoj Žižek to start thinking about human 
rights of robots and raised a lot of additional questions. His article and the descri- 
bed incident made me think about this topic from the feminist perspective, and in 
connection with mostly gender related inequalities such as gender-based violence for 
example.

The outcome of this meditation, which is mediated in the next paragraphs, was 
rather astonishing to me because I discovered that most of the things, which we are 
 afraid of, when speaking about artificial intelligence and post-humanism, are already 
present and have much more to do with our inequalities and the state of society than 
with robots themselves.

The paper begins by defining post-humanism with regard to the concepts of hyper-
connected post-humans in lovotics, and unconscious lovotic. The next section touches 
upon inequalities in connection to roboethics, especially on the ethics of conscious-
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ness, artificial ethics, and the purpose of lovotic. The final section investigates gendered 
gynoids with a focus on unequal post-womanhood, unequal sexbots, and robotic pros-
titutes.

Post-Humanism

Is it nowadays even possible to speak about such a thing as trans-humanism? Accor-
ding to Donna Haraway, a “cyborg feminist,” humans became something like a chi-
mera, a hybrid of human and technology as she writes in her Cyborg Manifesto (7). In 
the purely physical sense, we are a crossbreed of human and technology. We are using 
medications, vaccinations, pacemakers or joint replacements. If we are unable to walk, 
we use a wheelchair, if we are missing certain limbs, we use prosthetics. This kind of 
technology is essentially an extension of ourselves, enabling us to function according to 
the human experience established as a common and regular one.

Even when we are body-abled, we use extensions and devices all the time, such as 
Twitter or Reddit accounts to spread our knowledge, opinions, and daily experiences, 
or other applications and devices to share our experience with the world. The nature of 
the expressions of ourselves have changed in past decades, yet the nature of extending 
and preserving our bodies and minds is still present. But, where is the borderline of 
connecting humans with technology?

Simply put, hyperconnected post-humans in lovotics means that we are all hyper-
connected. Hyperconnectivity can be described as a rapid growth and readjustment of 
availability of new communication tools, not only in the meaning of technology, but 
considering everyday lives, social interactions, inequalities and ethical concerns (Cheok 
5). Hyperconnectivity is also an interactive process; everything is connected and so are 
humans (Cheok 5). When it comes to the connection, some kind of bonding, feelings, 
and emotions, such a human nature, are necessarily involved. When expanding this 
concept, love cannot be overlooked. 

Lovotics, a word encompassing love and robotics, describes the design of a robot 
 aimed to imitate love, emotional affection, and engagement in associated activities 
with the human “user” (Cheok 46). The essence of this relationship is contained in  
the word “user” – hyperconnective relationships are not relationships similar to those 
between two human beings. Rather they should be understood as a revolutionary view 
of “relationship perception, consumer relations, and citizen engagement,” as Adrian  
D. Cheok states (6). The result of this new perception inevitably reflects itself in our 
habits as economical practices or societal norms, in ethics and morals, and therefore 
this must also be true of political practices and engagement (Cheok 6).

According to Samani, the aim of lovotics is to pave the way for a bidirectional rela-
tionship between humans and robots, and to exhibit love between them. Lovotics, as 
she states, introduces “an interactive method of inculcating intimacy” (Samani 105). 
However, robots in lovotics are not conscious, yet they are able to simulate such a 
 romantic affection-does this mean that this romantic kind of love is still based on the 
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user-object power dynamics? Or does a robot just need consciousness in order to con-
sider assault on it a rape, but not when love comes into play?

Once again, the ethics of technology is extending our inscribed values, which feels 
so natural for us; they are embodied. Those unconscious values that we are bringing to 
our technological and economic growth, need to be examined in order not to perpe-
tuate our current inequalities or to create new ones, but in a way that we can solve the 
current issues and avoid these tendencies in the future.

Inequalities & Roboethics

In the past, as Robert Freitas Jr. noted in his essay “The Legal Rights of Robots,” wo-
men, people of color or religious minorities were considered non-humans from a legal 
point of view (54).The rights, which are nowadays commonly accepted as a standard, 
had been in the past revolutionary and new demands. The matter of time could also 
bring us closer towards a society, in which discussions about robot rights could be 
 viewed as the same as discussion about slavery nowadays. 

One of the given premises of fully functioning artificial intelligence capable of fee-
ling and loving is consciousness. Unsurprisingly consciousness is also the condition of 
the allocation of rights, at least in the work of David Levy. His main argument for 
 recognition of robot rights is concerned with consciousness. However, at the same 
time, consciousness is merely a condition rather than a core argument. In his opinion, 
robots should have certain rights because of the similarity of how they will be treated 
in certain ways – as humans (Levy, Ethical Treatment, 214).

If we are designing a robot capable of love and sexual intercourse with human, we 
should, from this ethical point of view, guarantee certain rights to the robot: the right 
of refusal, the right of consenting to intercourse, the right not to be raped, overall, the 
right to have bodily autonomy. Levy pinpoints the argument with a comparison to a 
notion of children’s rights (Ethical Treatment, 214). A child is unaware about certain 
structures of society and of human behavior. Therefore, he or she is given special rights 
a guarantee of certain additional protection because of their state of mind. Children of 
a certain age are not socialized enough to fit naturally in the order of society and are 
not capable of some acts, but we see this not as a reason to enslave them, rather to pro-
tect them. From a broader perspective, this could be a similar case with conscious 
 robots. This polemic about consciousness and legal ethics raises several important 
questions, and the main one is: how should we treat such a conscious robot?

Artificial Ethic

According to Torrance, the ethic of artificial intelligence can be defined as “an activity 
of creating systems which perform in ways which confer or imply the possession of 
ethical status when humans performs in those ways” (63). This definition explicitly 
 implies the moral norms that Torrance examines from the perspective of moral pro-
ducer and consumer, which is essentially an issue of agency and its interconnection 
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with consciousness (Torrance 63–65). The undercurrent of this claim and moral 
examina tion is still a question of moral measurement. It is not unbiased, but is based 
on our  living experience. Certainly, it is possible to deconstruct this point and chal- 
lenge our whole concept of cognition, but the outcome will not be useful in our  
daily expe rience. Deconstruction up until the point when it becomes obvious that  
we are working with biases emerging from fear, i.e. fear of things and beings we do  
not know, is necessary to take those biases as a variable in our examination. This  
point stresses the quality measurement basis, which is essential for roboethics be- 
cause the base is who we are – humans, with all of our intersectional qualities and 
 inequalities.

The question about treatment and behavior is preceded by an ethical dilemma of 
the very development of a robot. According to Levy, the question boils down to “Is it 
ethical to develop a robot for such-and-such purpose?” (Ethical Treatment, 209). If we 
are considering robots for a household or a factory, this question is less problematic 
(but still relevant) from the ethical point of view than developing a robot for the pur-
pose of lovotics with all its presumed requirements.

The main argument about purpose-oriented behavior is, that if a human being 
wants to treat robots the same way as other humans, for instance to love them, the 
 robot should have the guarantee of the same rights as the human. Not only because of 
its consciousness, gender, or appearance, but because it is possible to assume that the 
robot will be treated in a similar way to how human beings are treated (Levy, Ethical 
Treatment, 214). Therefore, the main purpose is not to protect the robot, but to (sym-
bolically) protect other human beings and their rights.

If we develop such an affection as love for a robot, or even were to have a sexual 
 intercourse with a robot, it is necessary to know the way in which inequality is repro-
duced in our society, not in order to protect humans from non-humans and robots, 
but in order to protect us and them from the ever-growing spiral of inequalities we 
currently have.

Gendered Gynoids

The perception I stated above as hyperconnectivity as service has an inevitably gen-
dered nature. Robots, or to stress their human qualities, humanoids, are mostly 
 designed as gynoids; a female version of a humanoid, with relevant qualities and for 
 relevant purposes. The most commonly known example is the robot Sophia designed 
to serve as a service robotic application – a caregiver in education, health, medical care, 
and business in order to serve public interests. She is able to have a proper conver-
sation while displaying a wide range of facial expressions and body language connected 
with emotions, demonstrating “unbelievable human likeness and expressiveness” as is 
 stated on the website of her designer Dr. David Hanson (Sophia webpage). Does  
this imply that (robot) females are designed to serve, or is this emotional-female 
 appearance designed in order to make her more approachable? Are gender roles 
 determining the gender/sex of a robot designed for a specific purpose? 
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In order to answer these questions, it is necessary to dig deeper and dive into the 
worst possible scenarios to expand our understanding from the easiest moral point. 
Robert Sparrow focuses on the moral aspect of sexual intercourse with robots and spe-
cifically on the aspect of rape. His main question is not if it is possible to rape a robot, 
but the moral dilemma of creating an un-rapeable robot as described with the sex 
 robot Samantha (Sparrow 466). Clearly, this is the problem, which enables us to dis-
tinguish this ethical understanding of inequality constitution.

The specific connection of unequal approach towards women in society demonstra-
ted by the example of sexbots reveals the aim to construct a robot that cannot expli-
citly refuse consent to sex. According to Sparrow, this kind of facilitation of rape fan-
tasy would be unethical because under those circumstances, the robot is a representa-
tion of an actual female, and it is a personification of the rape of a woman (465). This 
idea expresses the disrespect for women and the significantly disturbing situation 
which the so-called womanhood is facing in our society.

By using the same argument construction as Sparrow, but now in terms of Sophia, 
this connection reveals disturbing connotations of an ethical perspective of transhu-
manism and robots themselves. Sophia was designed as a robot caregiver and public 
servant. The main aim was not to construct a robotic female Sophia, but to construct  
a caregiver. Those additional qualities of womanhood and appropriate body language 
are merely outputs of the main aim which seems so natural, and who else should be  
a caregiver than a female, even if a robotic one?

Sparrow’s argument, in the case of Sophia, a robot willing to fulfill our gendered 
needs works perfectly, while revealing our attitude towards women in our society as 
 exactly the same as with an un-rapeable female sexbot. However, the nature of the act 
is determined by its social meaning. When we deny the need to secure explicit rights, 
we simultaneously risk implying assumptions made about female sexbots to human 
women and vice versa, while perpetuating inequalities already existing in our society.

Unequal Sexbots

As I showed above, the question of roboethics is not so much about valuing robots, 
but more about questioning our own positions in society and how inequalities be-
tween us are structured. Therefore, the question about inequality and rights of sexbots 
is a question about our position to sexwork, sexworkers and sex itself.

Our relationship to robots will be constructed based on our relationship to hu-
mans. Still, sex is something that occurs between humans, and use of technical devices 
is typically considered merely as masturbation. According to Sparrow, the morality of 
robots and our practical behavior will be constituted by their ability of intelligence, 
ability to think, and consciousness (467). The logic of this behavior is conditioned by 
the consciousness; we do not use our sextoys, as vibes or artificial vaginas, as a living 
objects even though sometimes they have similar qualities and serve a similar purpose. 
At the same time, are we not using our profiles on social (network) sites as extensions 
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of ourselves, external memory, artificial conversation, or as a tool of mutual care and 
support with our friends? (Yes, we do.)

To a certain level, we are capable of giving technological devices more importance 
than is necessarily inscribed in their nature. Losing a Facebook profile could be consi-
dered as social death under some circumstances. However, when it comes to pleasure 
and intimacy we are not that emotionally attached to the object or device we are using, 
often not even to the person that we are intimate with, especially when they are consi-
dered a sex worker. By emotional attachment, I do not necessarily mean love, but a 
certain feeling of respect, safety, and importance. From this contemplation, the specific 
nature of sex work performed by human beings inherently emerges. We consider it a 
service, a social contract, an exchange of resources for pleasure. The matter of con-
sciousness reveals the differentiation of how we treat human sex workers, sometimes 
even in terms of humiliation, yet it is not a guarantee, that consciousness is bringing 
safety in treating that specific being. 

Robotic Prostitutes

Prostitution, nowadays called “sex work” in order to capture the whole scale of this 
 activity and acknowledge that it is work, which should be freed from the stigma sur-
rounding it, is a controversial topic even when speaking about human prostitution. 
According to Levy, the most common prejudices are that sex work harms and exploits 
women, is responsible for spreading sexually transmitted diseases, fuels drug related 
crime and drug abuse, leads to organized crime, and is responsible for breaking up 
 relationships and families (Levy3). Those arguments are rather problematic and my 
 intention here is not to explain them, overcome them or agree with them. Rather,  
I would like to focus on a deconstruction of this stigma leading to an understanding of 
why people are willing to pay for sex and examine how sex work performed by robots 
will change this situation, if at all.

Levy claims that the composition of motivations is broad. However, the one theme 
I found common and is obvious, was about fulfilling a person’s needs, which cannot be 
fulfilled in any other way due to different reasons (Levy 4). Before I go into depth 
about other reasons, this one deserves special attention. If this assumption is taken as a 
basis, then is it even necessary to create robots in order to have intercourse, or another 
form of intimacy with them when there are sources which are already fulfilling the 
need? What is the urge to come up with a somehow unhuman object to satisfy this 
 demand?

The other set of motivations comes as an answer. The lack of complications and 
constraints or the lack of success with sexual partners is lower with prostitutes than 
with the general population, and with robotic prostitutes this tendency will be even 
 lower (Levy 4). This way of thinking is once again showing the reverse structure of 
questioning the ethics of lovotics as I have previously mentioned. The concept of 
 lovotics is overstepping the common boundaries and from these motivations, it is 
 obvious that the employment of robot sex workers will lead to broader boundaries. 
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Conclusion

The way in which inequalities are created and perpetuated now has a significant  
in fluence on how we think about the future of robotics and how we manage our  
fears of it. Those questions stressed by scholars and experts in the field of robotics  
and ro boethics are exposing us to a deeper understanding of our values and current 
 inequalities, and how our society is structured on their basis. The fear inscribed in the 
way in which we are constructing the possible future of technological development  
is showing a lot of ethical concerns. Concerns overstepping the binarity of whether  
we are going to enslave robots or whether they are going enslave us. The biggest con-
cern lays in this binarity which is showing the essence of our reasoning and potential 
actions. 

I focused merely on the point of gender-based inequalities and demonstrated  
this process of construction of inequality and possibly even violence in the post- 
human field through the example of sexbots and the concept of lovotics. The main 
outcome discovered from this meditation was an ethical structure which exposes  
the reverse process of how we should examine this topic. When we consider an entity 
which will  simulate some of the human experience, we should consider the basis,  
in this case, as the human being, which is currently experiencing the structure we  
are thinking about, since this basis is still a measurement of ethical quality of our  
design idea.

81
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Nicole Haring

Blogging as a Tool of Feminist Resistance:  
Intersectionality on feministing.com

Applying the common feminist wave chronology, and according to various scholars, 
such as Kaplan, Zimmermann, Peay, Baumgardner, contemporary feminism consti-
tutes the fourth wave following groundbreaking activism in the past. Building upon, 
yet at the same time advancing the ideas, concepts, and objectives of previous eras  
of feminism, fourth wave feminists are taking full advantage of the technological 
 advances. Being the first ones to have grown up in a world that has been influenced by 
the Internet, contemporary feminists declare social media platforms and the blo-
gosphere as their predominant spaces for feminist discourse, activism, and raising con-
sciousness. As one of the largest and most widely read feminist blogs of our times, 
 feministing.com has played a significant role in changing the spaces of meditating and 
mediating feminist discourse (Baumgardner; Zimmermann 57).

In addition, the equality that online spaces promised has enabled the inclusion of 
marginalized voices within the feminist movement. The changes of mediated spaces, 
however, have provided a stage for female voices that might not have yet had the chan-
ce to equally participate in feminist discourse. Connected to the importance of tech-
nological advances, fourth wave feminists have declared the notion of intersectionality 
as one of their major objectives (Zimmermann 55–57). First termed by Kimberlé 
 Williams Crenshaw in 1989 with its focus on the legal aspect, the concept discusses 
the interplay of various forms of oppression and declares that they can neither be 
 viewed in isolation nor outweigh each other, but must rather construct a complex 
 interplay of discriminations (138–140).

The aim of this article is to analyze how the notion of intersectionality, as defined 
by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, is represented on feministing.com. It aims at showing 
that blogging can be viewed as a tool of contemporary feminist resistance that enables 
marginalized voices to participate actively and equally in feminist discourse, which 
further leads to the encouragement of abandoning the feminist theorists’ ideas of sepa-
rating the online from the offline world. The breaking down of the binaries between 
the two spheres enables a further application of intersectionality. The article provides a 
brief genealogy of Fourth Wave Feminism, followed by Crenshaw’s notion of intersec-
tionality, and then the core of the paper.

Contextualizing Fourth Wave Feminism

While certain scholars, such as Judith Roof (1997), Springer (2002), and Morgan 
(2003) view the division of feminism into waves as problematic, it is a common prac-
tice in the field of feminist studies to categorize the various developments, objectives, 
and representatives into feminist waves (Zimmermann 55). The widely used wave 
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chronology identifies the first wave of feminism lasting from approximately 1840,  
with the first women’s right convention at Seneca Falls in the United States in 1848, 
until 1920 when US-American women were granted the right to vote (Laughlin et  
al. 76). Its main objectives were women’s suffrage, political representation, and mar-
riage and property rights. The movement garnered public attention via demonstra-
tions, speeches, incarceration, and militant protests (Zimmermann 55). 

The second wave of feminism had its beginning in the civil rights movement in the 
1960s (Baumgardner n.p.). The slogan “the personal is political” coined the move- 
ment’s focus on egalitarianism and its activism related to 1) sexuality and reproductive 
rights, 2) education, jobs, domesticity, wages, and 3) representation in science, arts, 
history, and other disciplines (Philipps and Cree 937). While the first wave consisted 
of predominantly white middle-class women, the Second Wave showed a greater diver-
sity of women regarding their race, class, age, and sexuality. Nevertheless, the women’s 
movement earned vast criticism for the attempt to marginalize these disparate voices 
and to create the notion of a “monolithic woman” (Zimmermann 55, Kaplan 49).

Confronting second waves’ concepts of women, oppression, and patriarchy head on 
was the idea behind the emergence of the third wave, which was declared by Rebecca 
Walker in 1992 (Walker; Zimmermann 55). Post-heteronormative, post-colonial, and 
even post-feminist messages were articulated by activists in public to demonstrate indi-
vidualized resistance. Femininity and individualism were celebrated and were predomi-
nantly concerned with the public presence of feminists in social and cultural spaces, 
such as literature, music, bars, and streets (Knappe and Lang 364). Additionally, 
 Donna Haraway’s (1986) famous account on the cyborg contributed to the emerging 
of the digital feminist world with its cyber culture and literature (Zimmermann 55). 

The exact starting point of the fourth wave has been heavily discussed among femi-
nist scholars. Baumgardner, as well as Philipps and Cree, argue that 2008 with the 
 democratic primaries between Hilary Clinton and Barack Obama was the approximate 
beginning of the fourth wave. Due to the sexist coverage of the campaigns, a critical 
mass of young feminists started to express themselves, and feminism once again gained 
public momentum (Baumgardner; Philipps and Cree 938). Contrary to these studies, 
the starting point of the fourth wave can be traced back to the beginning of the 
 millennium in connection to 9/11 as studies by Peay and Kaplan show. Kathlyn  
Schaaf started a movement called “Gather the Women” after the terror attacks on 
 September 11, 2001. The aim was to bring women across ethnic and religious boun-
daries  together to commit to a universal spirituality and to fight social injustice.  
9/11 marked the tipping point to advance the US-American idea of feminism towards 
a global scale and often beyond the individual level to broader issues. This new femi-
nist model of power is, according to Peay, based on mutuality, tolerance, and reverence 
for nature (Peay 50–60). 

Furthermore, fourth wave feminism aims, firstly, at extending the goals of the third 
wave, such as intersectionality, trans inclusion, sexual-minority rights, reproductive 
 justice and the deconstruction of privilege (Baumgardner; Vogel). Secondly, the in-
terest in global politics and inequality regarding female education, under/unemploy-
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ment, poverty, health, and sexual rights has been renewed in the fourth wave. Thirdly, 
a re-politicization of the second wave feminist politics has taken place, which the third 
wave had often rejected (Cochrane; Knappe and Lang 364; Philipps and Cree 939; 
Zimmermann 57). And finally, the fourth wave feminists continue an endurance in an 
ideologically incomplete and highly commodified feminine identity (Philipps and 
Cree 941; Zimmermann 57).

In addition, the current global system offers increased communication means, 
which enhance the exchange of ideas, as well as the interlacing of diverse national 
 movements on a larger scale. As Kaplan further points out, the emergence of a new 
wave of feminism in the world post 9/11 does not indicate that the work of the pre-
vious movements is irrelevant or useless, rather that in the change of times, new priori-
ties are necessary to achieve equality and social justice for all women across the globe. 
The focus, therefore, had to shift from local politics to global issues. While the third 
wave feminists were not able to avoid their semi-genealogical relationship to second 
wave feminists, the fourth wave aims at uniting second and third wave feminists to 
confront a new reality that involves everyone. Post 9/11, issues are complex, and this 
new reality ideally works across national, racial and ethnic divides. (Kaplan 51–55). 

The technological advances have contributed significantly to the emergence of a 
new wave of feminism, yet little scholarly work had been done in the beginning on the 
importance of the online world for contemporary feminism (Zimmermann 56). How-
ever, the ones who were actively participating and shaping online feminist discourse 
and, thus, contributing to this new wave of feminism have always pointed out the 
 important role of the Internet. For instance, Jessica Valenti, the founder of feministing.
com, casually replied in an interview with Deborah Solomon in 2009 that “maybe the 
fourth wave is online”. In addition, Baumgardner has stated that perhaps the most 
 important characteristic of fourth wave feminists is their experience with the online 
world as a given in their lives. Similar to Baumgardner, Munro argues that the Internet 
has enabled feminists to create global communities for activism and discussion. Some 
critics believe that although usage of the Internet alone is not enough to mark a new 
era, it is certain that it shapes contemporary feminism. In addition, the Internet has 
made it possible to create a “call-out” culture where sexism and misogyny can be chal-
lenged and ‘called out’ immediately (Munro 23).

Feminism has a long history of aiming to make their ideas visible in the mainstream 
media. This desire is partly ignited by women’s exclusion of the public sphere and their 
restriction to the private sphere. The visualization of feminism is, thus, a  feminist strate-
gy that is necessary to secure a public voice. Ms. Magazine, for example, was one of the 
first widely read feminist magazines during the second wave of feminism. While the 
language in contemporary feminist discourse online, especially on blogs, has changed in 
comparison to traditional magazines in the past, the goal remains the same: to raise 
 feminist consciousness and to get more females to participate in the discourse and 
a ctivism. Nevertheless, the process of mainstreaming feminism has always encountered 
criticism among activists. The commercial strategies of Ms. Magazine in the 70s, for 
 instance, did not speak to all activists. Contemporary  feminist blogs have encountered 
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similar reservations. Therefore, it is crucial to acknowledge both the opportunities and 
limitations of making feminism visible. Additionally, the desire to make feminism visi-
ble is nothing new, but has rather had a long history, which also indicates the similarity 
between second and fourth wave feminism (Keller 274–5).

While the shift from second wave to third wave feminism often felt largely genera-
tional, the fourth wave indicates something new that builds upon the previous waves. 
Kira Cochran’s article “The Fourth Wave of Feminism: Meet the Rebel Woman” pub-
lished in The Guardian from 2013 articulates that the fourth wave is strongly guided 
by the online world, yet at the same emphasizes that it is also accomplished by retur-
ning to the street, similar to second wave feminism. It is understood that theory and 
presence on the Internet alone is simply not enough to bring about social change. 
Fourth wave feminism thus combines the second wave’s street protest strategies and 
the third wave’s entry into the digital world. One example of the movement between 
these spaces is the campaign against Page 3 Girls, which took place online (@NoMore-
Page3) as well as offline in front of the Sun headquarters in London. As this example 
shows, the separation of the online from the offline is no longer possible or desirable. 
The ideological difference of fourth wave feminism to the previous waves can, there-
fore, be defined by its ability to connect and reach mass audiences in rapid speed. By 
doing so, it deconstructs the binary between the online and the offline world, and 
 emphasizes that they are not, and perhaps never were, separate spheres (Cochran; 
 Zimmermann 56). 

Intersectionality plays a significant role in the collapse of the binary between the 
online and the offline world. Social media platforms and blogs provide a space for 
marginalized voices and, thus, the idea of the separation of the online and the offline 
world should be abandoned to stop silencing these voices (Zimmermann 58–59). The 
following theoretical chapter aims at providing a definition of the notion of inter-
sectionality coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw, as well as the advances of this objective. 

Crenshaw’s Notion of Intersectionality 

Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw’s paper “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and 
Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and 
Antiracists Politics” in 1989 laid the groundwork for the introduction of intersectiona-
lity to the academic world. The theory focused on the legal aspects, aiming to develop 
a Black Feminist criticism, as a reply to the “tendency to treat race and gender as 
 mutually exclusive categories of experience and analysis” (139). The boundaries of sex 
and race discrimination were predominantly defined by black men and white women, 
and thus, these focusses diminished the ones who were multiply-burdened and not 
members of the most privileged groups. She argues that black women had been left 
out from feminist theory, as well as antiracist political discourse because both focused 
on a special set of experiences that did not represent the interplay of race and gender 
accurately. Thus, the subordination of black women can only be represented in an in-
tersectional analysis. (Crenshaw 139–143). 
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The notion of intersectionality has been groundbreaking for the feminist move-
ment because it indicates the interplay of the social categories of “gender, ability, age, 
race, sexuality, nationality, and class” which can cause discrimination dependently and/
or independently from one another (Okolosie 108). MacCall even argues that femi-
nists are among the only ones in the academy who have embraced the concept of in-
tersectionality to this extent. In addition, intersectionality is often labeled as one of the 
most significant theoretical contributions that women’s studies have made so far (Mac-
Call 1771). For contemporary feminist discourse, intersectionality is the primary tool 
to articulate the complex construction of social inequalities. Social media and the 
 online blogosphere have allowed for major contributions to adapting an intersectional 
lens to feminist discourse. Okolosie argues that the online world has to some extent 
democratized the movement because it constructs a space where women, who have 
usually been at the margin of the debate, are able to voice their concerns equally to 
everyone else (108). Due to the strong connection between the notion of intersectio-
nality and online feminist discourse, the following chapter, which constitutes the core 
of this paper, investigates the representation of the concept of intersectionality on one 
of the widest read feminist blogs – feministing.com. 

Intersectionality on Feministing.com 

Globalization and the technological advances have influenced contemporary feminism 
strongly and have hence changed feminist discourse and activism significantly. “Virtual 
consciousness raising” through social media and other Internet platforms, as Kennedy, 
Puotinen and Falcon have called it, has formed a new, valuable form of civic activism 
(Eudey 240). Although some scholars argue that the online activism cannot be compa-
red to the offline one, (Knappe and Lang 2014) I argue throughout this article, similar 
to Zimmermann (2017), that the two cannot be seen as two separate spheres, but 
rather that it is imperative for intersectional feminist thinking to refuse to separate the 
two (Zimmermann 59). 

One of the role models for online feminist activism has been the blog feministing.
com. For over a decade, the blog has been one of the most popular and widest read 
 feminist blog run by and for feminists. Founded in 2004 by Jessica Valenti, the com-
munity which has been built through the platform aims at encouraging people to par-
ticipate in real-world feminist change, both online and offline. As stated in their 
“About Feministing” section on the blog, the “diverse collective of writers cover a broad 
range of intersectional feminist issues- from campus sexual violence to transgender 
rights to reproductive justice” (feministing.com). 

In order to limit the scope of the blog entries used for this analysis, I searched the 
term ‘intersectionality’ on feministing.com. The results were 117 entries on the site that 
correlated with my search, ranking from the ones with the most views and/or com-
ments to the ones that had been less read. The blog entries vary vastly in their lengths, 
contents, objectives, and publication dates. The entries go as far back as to the begin-
ning of the millennium and are as recent as July 2018. Many of them are interviews 
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with activists, others are short entries about contemporary issues, debates, or current 
events; still others are brief comments to posts on other social media platforms, or 
 impressions that the writers have come across in their lives, which triggered an inter-
sectional response. Most of them, however, deal with contemporary social and political 
situations, predominantly in the United States. Approximately half of them were used 
for a closer reading to examine how intersectionality, as understood by Crenshaw, is 
 represented on the blog. The analysis investigates how the concept is mediated on the 
blog and aims at answering how significant the notion of intersectionality is for con-
temporary feminism in times of social and political changes. 

“Talking” and “Owning” Intersectionality 

As already explained previously in this paper, feminists of color have taken advantage 
of the online world to utter their experiences and views of feminism without being  
on the margins. Since white feminists with a strong media platform tend to dominate 
the online feminist debate, when it comes to intersectionality, black women have  
often participated in these heated online debates and declared their position with  
the statement ‘I live it’. Black feminists have become the most vocal participants in  
the discussion around intersectionality, predominantly in the blogosphere that is  
also strongly visible on feministing.com (Okolosie 92). Nevertheless, the blog has  
faced criticism for lacking diversity by their readers in the past, as it is very common  
in the online world. The advantage of immediacy that the online world provides is  
at the same time often its disadvantage. The founder of the blog, Jessica Valenti, had  
to face similar accusations as other white feminists in the movement at the begin- 
ning of the millennium that the feminism represented on the blog lacks diversity. A 
blog entry by Samhita eleven years ago countered the critique by emphasizing  
the blogs’ intention of providing a vast range of female voices and a diversity of opi-
nions by a heterogeneous group of contributors. The message of her entry also leads 
back to the complex issue of solidarity within the feminist movement. Samhita argues 
that “If we fail to look at greater systemic issues (like why white women are positioned 
where they are verses women of color, or WHO decides the marketing of images, pro-
ducts and books) as opposed to hating on someone you don’t know, then we all lose” 
(Samhita). 

The debates that have been raging around whether contemporary feminist dis-
course online is intersectional or not shows, according to Kendall, how deep the frus-
tration, anger, and hurt is towards dominating white, middle-class voices in the move-
ment. The critique is aimed at demonstrating that the majority of women experience 
an interplay of discrimination that is not solely based on sexism. The international suc-
cess of hashtags, such as #SolidarityIsForWhiteWomen (Kendall 2013), have demon-
strated the urge for inclusion of marginalized voices in the movement. Numerous 
blogposts on various platforms, including feministing.com, preceded and followed the 
hashtag to show how voices of black feminists have been viewed as on the margins 
(Okolosie 90–92). 
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Standing Together or Falling Separately 

Feminist movements have worked together with other social justice movements 
throughout history. While in the past feminism was focusing predominantly on 
 sexism, the fourth wave aims at widening the scope of issues. In ever changing times 
like these, building a collective power of various contemporary movements is essential 
for making a change on a larger scale, as Senti Sojwal, has pointed out in her blogpost 
published last year. Not only is the inclusion of the concept of intersectionality impor-
tant for movements for anti-oppression, but also the cooperation among the different 
movements. As an example, she recalled when the contemporary movement Black 
Lives Matter linked arms with the reproductive justice movement under the slogan 
“Together we march towards justice for us all”. Sojwal explains in her blogpost that ar-
rangements like these are a significant intersectional response to “structural issues of 
oppression and injustice that will move us forward into new ways of thinking about 
the meaning of solidarity” (Sojwal Current Reality)

Other blogposts on feministing.com pick up similar ideas of .cooperating contem-
porary movements to emphasize the importance for an intersectional lens in current 
affairs. Mara Keisling, the founder and Executive Director of the National Center for 
Transgender Equality, explains in her interview with Senti Sojwal, for instance, how 
activists from different branches stood and worked together to resist unjust decisions 
carried out by the US-American administration. “When trans people were attacked on 
the Title IX guidance for trans students, everybody stood with. Muslim advocates, 
 immigration activists, economic justice activists- we all stand together on all these 
 attacks” (Keisling). The coalition that is constructed in contemporary feminism is yet 
another typical indicator for the fourth wave. The scope has been broadened to diverse 
issues across various domains and are not restricted primarily to gender discrimination 
(Sojwal Interview Mara Keisling). 

The political changes in the United States have ultimately encouraged various 
 citizens to actively participate in civil engagement. Senti Sojwal interviewed the  
Black Woman activist Marissa Johnson, who founded, together with Leslie Mac,  
The Safety Pin Box. The idea of this monthly subscription box is to encourage its  
users not only to demonstrate their solidarity for marginalized groups, but to take 
 actions to challenge white supremacy and to support people of color. The idea for this 
grassroots project was initiated through the Black Lives Matter Movement and has 
been thriving since the election enormously. The project aims at showing its users how 
intersectionality can be applied in life. Johnson acknowledges in the interview that the 
task is not always easy for the people, because many think they are more progressive 
than they actually are. “The gap between the good person you think you are and who 
you need to be as an ally is a big gap”. The interview with Marissa Johnson not only 
demonstrates the importance of intersectionality for feminist activism, but also how 
the online and the offline world are connected. The interplay of offline and online 
spaces can, hence, “have a profound effect on the shifting of power” (Sojwal Interview 
Johnson).
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Contemporary Feminism’s Buzzword

As seen from the analysis thus far, intersectionality has certainly become the buzzword 
of contemporary feminism and the primary tool to oppose feminist hegemony, hierar-
chy, and exclusivity (Nash 2–3). The writers have stressed the importance of adapting 
an intersectional framework to contemporary feminist work that reaches not only 
 across boundaries of oppressions and ideologies, but also across the definition of 
spaces. The blogposts indicate the significance of providing a stage for marginalized 
groups in times marked by remaining social injustice. Contemporary political changes 
have further fueled feminist outcries for looking beyond the people in the center of 
 society to work towards equality for all. In addition, the analysis has shown that apply-
ing an intersectional lens is highly significant in various domains of activism to avoid 
marginalizing voices. Technologies enable the deconstruction of boundaries to enhance 
the application of intersectionality further. Certainly not all contemporary feminist 
 approaches are inherently intersectional, as Zimmerman has also found out in her ana-
lysis of intersectionality on Twitter (59). Nevertheless, the concept is of high impor-
tance for contemporary feminist resistance, as this analysis has shown as well. Social 
changes force people to look beyond binaries, to work together across boundaries, and 
to alter ways of mediating and meditating to reach social justice for all. 

Conclusion 

To conclude, changes in mediating and meditating have reached various domains of 
civil resistance and activism. The advances in technologies have enhanced the partici-
pation of people across social and national boundaries to protest social injustice. Con-
temporary feminists are taking advantage of the Internet to mainstream feminist dis-
course by using social media and blogs as their tool of resistance. In addition, the con-
cept of intersectionality is highly significant for contemporary feminism, because it en-
hances not only the breakdown of the separation of the online and the offline world 
further, but also functions as a reliable concept to demonstrate the multilayer discrimi-
nation many face. Picking up Crenshaw’s notion, bloggers on feministing.com have 
once again shown that even though the theory was published in 1989, it is more 
 important than ever to apply it to various domains of society today. Due to the lack of 
a profound body of research on intersectionality in fourth wave feminism, this paper, 
as well as Tegan Zimmermann’s paper, which functioned as the trigger for this analysis, 
aims at encouraging more research on the importance of cyber-feminism and online 
activism in connection with the concept of intersectionality.
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David Meier-Arendt

Hate speech and Masculinity:  
A Look into the Entanglement of Populism,  

the New Media, and Gender.  
Based on a Case Study on Germany 

This paper focuses on the investigation of the entanglement of right-wing populism, 
new media, and gender. To better illustrate this connection and its importance, this 
paper analyzes selected quotes of right-wing supporters and activists on social media 
platforms within Germany. Germany was chosen as the subject of this investigation for 
several reasons. Firstly, due to Germany’s current political climate. During the 2017 
German parliament elections, the populist right-wing party “Alternative für Deutsch-
land” (AfD), was voted into the German parliament for the first time. A major strategy 
of the AfD was to use social media to discuss and spread their ideas.1 Furthermore, in 
comparison to other European countries, Germany has had no right-wing populist 
parties in the parliament before 2017. Therefore, this subject enables a closer examina-
tion of the connection between the new media and right-wing populism. A debate on 
laws banning hate speech on the internet were even carried out prior, during as well as 
after the elections. All these recent events make Germany a very interesting subject of 
investigation. 

The underlying motivation to write this paper, comes from the lack of research 
concerning the connection between masculinity and populism. As a result, this paper 
suggests some suitable concepts when analyzing samples of right-wing social media 
posts that use gendered discourse to get their point across. These samples should pro-
vide some evidence to the connection of populism, social media, and gender. This pa-
per pursues two main aims. The first is to establish a connection between the debates 
of right-wing populism and hate speech, with a special regard to the construction of 
masculinity. The second is to show how recognizing these entanglements can help im-
prove our understanding of this phenomenon. A secondary effect of this analysis could 
bridge the gap between the research being done on populism and that in gender stu-
dies, by giving them common points of interest for future research. In order to pursue 
these claims, this paper begins by introducing the basic concepts and “Theories of 
 Populism” (Jörke/Selk 12) as well as focus on the “Reflections on Populism” (Müller 
1). The second part of this paper is devoted to laying out a foundation for analysis, in 
which all the sample quotes in this paper will be analyzed. After the framework has 
been established, the next part of this paper is devoted to the discussion of the results. 

 1 As Oxford scholar Lisa-Maria Neudert found out: about 30% of the generated social media traffic 
was generated by the AfD. See: “Die AfD hat 30% des social Media Traffics ausgemacht.” In: https://
www.deutschlandfunkkultur.de/rueckblick-auf-den-wahlkampf-im-netz-afd-hat-30-prozent-des.1008.
de.html?dram:article_id=396594 July 21st, 2018.
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This is also where the results will be connected and linked with the paper’s main con-
cepts. In the conclusion, the results of the analysis will be examined.

Literature Review: Key Terms and Concepts

When reviewing past studies, one might notice that the connection between “popu-
lism and the media” (Jörke et al. 123) has already been investigated frequently. For in-
stance, as a “media factor” (Muis/Immerzeel 914) or “populism in communications 
perspective” (Sorenson 137). An example of this would be the field of communications 
studies, which approach populism with mediation theory. This approach focuses on 
how populists relate to different media types to “control the process of mediation” (So-
rensen 148). The connection to online “Hate Speech and populism” (Schütte 121) has 
also been subject to investigation. The gendered forms of discourse being used have 
been given less attention, which this paper argues. Only a handful of studies have tried 
to understand the construction of “antifeminism and populism” (Dietze 34), “anti-
feminism in the new media” (Ganz 59), or “Anti-Gender attitude of right-wing popu-
lists” (Kaváts 75). Very few, if any at all, try to focus on the construction and processes 
of masculinity and its connection to hate speech (Mantilla 91). Therefore, this paper 
argues that gender, specifically masculinity, is crucial in understanding this type of 
 discourse. 

Before beginning the analysis, an introduction of the key terms and concepts used 
in this paper is essential. Therefore, this chapter provides a brief overview of the work 
that has already been published, in order to help frame the analysis of samples presen-
ted later on in this paper. 

Hate Speech 

The term hate speech has been the subject of many controversies. Mainly because 
“hate speech” is not a technical term, but a political term. It marks the position of “the 
other” in a very specific way. The term usually suggests that the speaker’s opinion is 
 illegitimate and may or even should be subject to regulation of law. Germany acts as a 
good example when it comes to regulating hate speech through the means of law. The 
law concerning such an action states: “one who stirs up hate against a group of the po-
pulation […] who attacks the human dignity through insults through maliciously and 
scornful speech that defames a certain part of the population” (StGB Section 130). 
These are all forms of articulation that are restricted and forbidden by law. Volksver-
hetzung (demagoguery) is the common term for such actions. While this political clas-
sification did not necessarily contradict the scientific community’s definition, it did 
have some influence on how the term was used in studies. It is interesting that the 
 definition of hate speech by Hirschberg, Wassem and Hovey also contains a gendered 
dimension While Hirschberg sees hate speech as targeting gender, ethnicity, and 
 origin, Wassem and Hovy define hate speech as the usage of “racist and sexist slurs” 
(Waseem/Hovy 89). 
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According to Lehman, hatred constitutes a certain group-dimension which distin-
guishes between the “us” and “them” (Lehmann 2). Meaning: the marking and tar-
nishing of “the other,” by the act of hate speech, always enters in the form of antago-
nism, which distinguishes people from friends and enemies. This construction of 
thought is an analog to Carl Schmitt’s understanding of politics. Such a constitutional 
aspect of power is essential for this paper’s investigation. These approaches help to 
 understand the perspective of hate beyond an individualized idiosyncrasy and to 
 understand hate as a social practice that (can) contribute(s) to the formation of iden-
tity. This paper later examines other ways this formation of identity can occur, espe-
cially when strong forms of antagonism are at play.

(Right-wing) Populism 

The term populism also had controversies in the past. Though it arguably has had 
more multilayered grievances from all sides of the political spectrum. On one level, the 
question is being asked about what kind of role populism actually plays in society, as 
well as what type of phenomenon is taking place during its rise. The second layer of 
controversy revolves around the debate on whether or not left-wing and right-wing 
 populism are even substantially different, and if they should or must be named dif-
ferently in order to differentiate among them. 

The term populism and its definition has been the topic of debate in many recent 
and past studies. Some argue that populism is a political style or a mode of expression, 
while others argue it is merely a type of political logic (Heinisch 105). Some even 
argue that populism is a type of political strategy that is not tied to any certain poli-
tical position. “So, what to make of this,” Jan Werner-Müller asks in his essay  
“The People Must Be Extracted from Within the People: Reflections on Populism” (6). 
Müller then goes on debating whether or not populism is to be considered a style or  
an ideology, which leads to his suggestion: “I wish to suggest that we need a theory of 
populism as a means to comprehend a political phenomenon that is neither just an ideo-
logy nor a style, nor a particular kind of party or movement. Populism, I contend, is a 
profoundly illiberal and, in the end, directly undemocratic understanding of represen-
tative democracy” (6).

Müller points out the profoundly anti-liberal characteristics of populism. This is a 
crucial perspective to have in order to understand how populists construct this concept 
of “the people” in their dialog. Müller points out that their “goal” is to liberate “the 
people” from the corrupted elites. 

Concluding this review, this paper argues for a dynamic and non-static understan-
ding of populism. This concept was grasped by Müller as well: “we also require an ac-
count of populism as a particular sequence of actions which tend to be in line with the 
implications of the major claims populists make. The – it seems, interminable – search 
for a static definition is not enough; we also need understand populism as a dynamic 
process” (7).
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The aforementioned understanding of populism makes it possible to pursue this 
 investigation without a fixed definition. It helps one focus on the broader picture.  
It also suggests a further look into the effects of how these processes unfold within  
a social dynamic. It is because of this relational understanding, that it is possible to 
 understand how populism is connected to other social dynamics. The concept of 
 “doing masculinities” (Schwalbe 281) is examined further for these types of entangled 
dynamics. 

Populism and the New Media 

New media and its connection with populism has already been the subject of interest 
in several past investigations, all of which focus on the ambiguous relationship be-
tween the media system and populist parties, which are characterized by Sorensen as 
having “[…] a certain affinity with the media, despite their well-known antipathy to-
wards the mass media and mediation in general.” (138). Meaning, populism isn’t the 
other “something” in the media system, but an essential – maybe somewhat constitu-
tive – part of it. This also means, of course, that there is no “one” media system. 
 Meuser and Scholz describe this dynamic of media economization and the mediati-
zation of the politics (71) as happening simultaneously. Heilmann goes as far as saying 
that media and politics are to be seen as a “symbiotic exchange” (27).

Jörke and Selk argue that the rise of populism could correlate to the use of mass 
communication, but it has not been thoroughly investigated (123). In support of this 
argument, research has undoubtedly shown that right-wing populist parties clearly 
profit form media performance. Jasper Muis and Tim Immerzeel stated: “[…] when 
trying to achieve media visibility, it turned out that any publicity is good publicity. 
This nuance, […] that any media coverage is advantageous for political figures  
[because] it enhances their visibility, but not necessarily implies public legitimation” 
(915) seems to explain a part of this complex relationship. Further research has shown 
that media coverage in general helped right-wing populist groups (Vliegenhardt 938), 
which means, that there is definitely a “media factor” in place when it comes to the rise 
of populist movements (Muis/Immerzeel 914).

These studies point out the close connection between populism and the new 
 (social) media (Sorensen 148). Now that a connection between these two terms has 
been established, this paper now turns to focus on how masculinity plays a role within 
these subjects. 

Doing Masculinities 

Doing masculinities (Ferrell 137) is a term that refers to the work of West and 
Zimmerman’s concept of “doing gender” (131). Doing gender is seen as a process that 
takes place through and within social interaction in everyday life. “Doing Gender is 
unavoidable” (137), the authors conclude. “Doing Masculinity,” as it is presented in 
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this paper, identifies masculinity as a type of action: “one that signifies a masculine 
self ” (Schrock/Schwalbe 280).

Masculinity is not a single entity, but rather a “configuration of practices” (Carrigan 
et al. 558). Masculine identities are not formed through the performance of these 
practices but are formed through a practice Meuser calls “collective construction” (8). 
This means that masculine identities are not natural but constructed and rely on relatio-
nal influences. This implies that there are different forms of masculinity. Meuser and 
Connell point to the concept of competition as a key mode of the construction of mas-
culine identities. In connection with this, Schrock and Schwalbe suggest looking into 
“what males do to create, maintain, and claim membership in a dominant gender 
group. The organization and discussion of the literature reflects this concern with 
practices and processes” (281). Michael Kimmel pointed out that the “Guy Code” (44) 
clearly states: “boys don’t cry,” followed by “it’s better to be mad than sad,” and then 
“don’t get mad – get even,” as well as “take it like a man.” It is necessary to suppress 
any vulnerability in order to be considered a man. This however often results in an 
 inability to express or feel emotions like shame or sadness, which often times results in 
expressing these suppressed emotions through anger and rage. Among others, Kimmel 
has argued that the production of anger is a key element in the construction of mascu-
line identities because it provides a way of dealing with these emotions without break-
ing the guy code. “Anger after all, implies some degree of hope of ‘aspiration,’ which  
is a core element in advertising strategy. Anger implies commitment; if you’re angry, 
you feel yourself to be a stakeholder” (Angry 34). This inability of expressing these 
emotions is, therefore, transformed into an active mode of self-preservation. This paper 
argues that hate speech can serve as this mode of transformation. Kimmel analyzed 
this dynamic in his research: 

Linking one’s masculinity to the maintenance of effective defenses against vulnerability 
and humiliation is, of course that the surge in aggression from America’s angry white men 
comes from the challenge to their sense that such positions are their birthright. It’s the 
‘my’ in that talk show “A Black Women Stole My Job” and the ‘our’ in the Tea Party’s 
motto “Let’s take our country back.” Violence is rarely justified when you initiate it. But 
it’s always justified when you retaliate for an act done to you. (Angry 177)

Kimmel links the prevention of humiliation with the feeling of entitlement. They are 
convinced that it is their rightful place and that it has been taken away from them, 
thus, justifying their violence and labelling it as a defensive act. This crucial link is 
what allows followers of “Reconquista Germania” to justify their hate speech: they are 
just hating back; they are defending what is rightfully theirs. 

Hate speech could therefore be seen as a mode of transforming helplessness into 
anger, which implies that hate speech can be understood as a way of performing said 
masculinities. Allowing it to be analyzed in the masculinity studies field. This however 
does not imply that every act of hate speech is a way of doing masculinities, nor does it 
suggest that every act of doing masculinities implies hate speech. Some samples have 
been selected in order to further illustrate this complex connection. 
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Methodology and Analyzes of Samples: Framing the Analysis

Through examining the selected samples accumulated from social media sites, the en-
tan glement of populist discourse and examples of gendered dialog can be thoroughly 
 investigated and analyzed. When looking at who actually participates in these hate 
speech cases, statistics show the primary group that comments the most on social  media 
posts is male (Buckels 97; Eickelmann 153). Concerning the rising support of the radi-
cal right, Givens goes as far to proclaim there is a “radical right gender gap” (21ff.). 

Before this analysis continues, it is important to point out that this investigation 
tries to resist the urge to react or to respond towards samples showed later in this  paper. 
Royster and Kirsch suggest “a meditative […] approach [which] allows researchers to 
access another, often underutilized dimension of the research process” (84). This ap-
proach helps resist the impulse to make any immediate judgements and tries to disenga-
ge from personal moralistic reactions. It merely attempts to focus on the broader pic-
ture; a picture, that might be invisible to the “angry eyes” of our moral judgement. This 
means to assume, that the broader picture might present a strategy of  understanding 
and addressing these issues without having to negotiate the unnegotia ble.

This frame of analysis, therefore, does not aim to explain this phenomenon, but to 
come to an understanding that allows one to ask questions. Only meditation seems to 
have the capability of unfolding a complex term, allowing the separate motivations to 
be seen. Ideally, this meditation will be followed by an attempt to mediate on these 
rather abstract thoughts and theoretical connections.

Examination of Selected Samples 

The first sample that is investigated here is a Facebook post from Dubravko Mandic. 
Mandic is a member of the German parliament in the AfD party. He commented on 
the “#metoo” debate as follows: “Thousands of women, who slept their way up for 
 decades, or at least tried to, have now discovered that, in reality they have been raped.”

Figure 1: Facebook entry by Mandic.

The specific targeting of a vulnerable group and of victims of sexual violence is not a 
coincidence. There are strategies established with this type of discourse, which specifi-
cally recommend targeting these vulnerable groups. The second example indicates  
this intent and focuses exclusively on social media: Twitter and Facebook accounts 
 often belong to young women who just came from university. These are typical  
victims and they are not used to take the heat. They are usually pretty easy to take 
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apart.2 Suggesting that targeting young women on social media is an explicit example 
of this phenomenon at work. Jennifer Eickelmann pointed out that most of these arti-
culations are based on the concept of extorting vulnerability (278). In this specific 
 example above, the use of degrading gendered dialog shows exactly that.

The Facebook post Mandic created, addressed victims of sexual violence and att-
empted to delegitimize their stories completely. The violence is not only belittled, but 
is also transformed into an action the victims themselves, who should have supposedly 
benefited from these acts, have committed. These statements are intended to provoke 
an outrage. This outrage then plays an important role in the staging of one breaking a 
taboo. The more outrage one creates, the more the provocation and, therefore, the ap-
proval of the peers. Meditating, instead of being outraged, can therefore contribute to 
denying any satisfaction or approval for such actions. This approval, for example, can 
also be granted by claiming to be merely protecting women from the hyper masculini-
ty of young Arabic migrant men. Alexander Gauland and Jörg Meuthen (both are high 
ranking AfD officials) did just this during the news frenzy following the sexual assaults 
that happened during the 2015 New Year’s gathering in Cologne. Their statement 
reads as follows: 

The large-scale sexual assaults in Cologne prove the inhumanity of the multicultural poli-
cy as well as Merkels recklessness towards our own people. The terrible experiences that 
the women in Cologne had to live through, the massive groping, the harassment, the hu-
miliation and the thefts are apparently just collateral damage for the political class on the 
way to a ‘colorful republic.’3

Here, women are suddenly seen as victims that must be protected from the ruthless 
“other” masculine culture. This empathy towards victimized women is then again con-
tradicted when a political opponent is addressed.

Figure 2: Facebook entry by Markus Frohnmaier

 2 „Meistens handelt es sich bei den corporate Twitter- oder Facebookaccounts um junge Frauen, die direkt 
von der Uni kommen. Das sind klassische Opfer und nicht gewöhnt einzustecken. Die kann man eigent-
lich immer ziemlich einfach auseinandernehmen.“ http://d-gen.de/2017/05/shitposting-1x1/ Abgerufen 
04.08.18 um 9:32Uhr.

 3 Alexander Gauland (Presseerklärung 08.01.16): „Die massenhaften Kölner Übergriffe zeugen von der 
Unmenschlichkeit der Multikulti-Politik und von Merkels Rücksichtslosigkeit gegenüber dem eigenen 
Volk. Die schrecklichen Erlebnisse der Kölner Frauen, die massenhaft begrabscht, belästigt, erniedrigt 
und beklaut wurden, sind für die politische Klasse offenbar ein notwendiger Kollateralschaden auf dem 
Weg in die ,bunte Republik‘.[…]“
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This shared picture shows Claudia Roth (Green party) and was designed by Markus 
Frohmaier (AfD). Frohmaier added the following text before posting it on Facebook: 
“If I just went to Cologne for New Year’s.” This statement hints towards the sexual 
 assaults that had taken place in Cologne during 2015.

Discussion

As shown above, hate speech used against political opponents is made with a clear 
 reference to gender. Mantilla sums up her findings in a recent study of women, who 
have been subject to hate speech with: “Although many women report that a few 
 women have been involved in the harassment campaigns aimed at them, they say that 
the attackers have been mostly men” (91). 

Looking at the samples above, it becomes clear that populism and masculinities are 
somehow entangled with each other. All the articulation samples relied on the speaker 
having an audience, from which status and praise could be gained by creating outrage. 
Furthermore, masculinity relies on the notion of demonstrating strength and power 
over other people. Demonstrating relentlessness and determination. Only men with no 
regrets, deserve to be followed. Within this concept of demonstrating strength in front 
of an audience, lies the point of convergence between the way that right-wing popu-
lism operates and how masculinities are performed. Additionally, the audience, in the 
case of populists, are more dominantly male. “Those electing populists are also not 
 necessarily less educated, though they tend to be overwhelmingly male, at least in 
 Europe” (Müller 9). Next to this empirical finding, Karla Mantillas even went so far as 
to establish a specific term for this phenomenon: “Gendertrolling” (89). 

Thus, it can be argued that gender, when intertwined with hate speech, has a large 
influence on right-wing populism. This finding correlates with Eickelmann’s case 
 study, where she concludes that gender “should not be considered as an additional 
 aspect, but rather as a fundamental mode of alignment with specific configurations of 
mediated contempt […]” (278; translated by the author). These observations call for a 
shift of perspective. 

Concluding Remarks: Shifting Perspectives

A shift in perspective allows one to locate these articulations in the vast field of gen-
dered activities. Since conceptions of male identity can be seen as a key focus of this 
paper, this conclusion argues that the focus on “doing masculinities” can lead to a bet-
ter understanding of the purpose, function, cause, and motivation of these types of 
 actions. Furthermore, the conceptualization of hate speech as a mode of subjectification, 
with an added gendered nature, makes it clear that further research on the construc-
tion of male identities is needed. Kimmel made the first suggestions on how this phe-
nomenon could be approached, by proposing that anger is the missing emotion in the 
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equation. In connection with Lehmann, hate can be regarded as a fundamental ele-
ment: it shapes and constructs the self-perception and the perception of the “others” 
(10). In addition, hate speech can enable the transformation of helplessness into anger. 
According to this conception, anger is used as a way to regain the initiative. To 
“give’em hell”; to not get mad but get even (Kimmel Guyland 45). This outrage 
 towards the others serves as an indicator of one’s own effectiveness in attacking. These 
thoughts should point to a convergence of ‘doing masculinities’ and the function of 
hate speech (by right wing populists).

The argument, that it is necessary to look into masculinities studies, should also 
imply the opposite; it is important for the field of masculinities to examine populism 
as the place of reproduction of said masculine identities. An example could be the 
 recent discourse on men in crisis. Currently “young men are characterized as ‘in crisis’ 
or ‘in transition’ (Meuser 159; Pohl 104) when they transition from the old version of 
masculinity into the new modern version of masculinity and gender identity” (Besen 
199). The reaction to this crisis is to avoid humiliation. However, this investigation has 
only studied a very specific and limited part of the connection masculinity has with 
these concepts. The presented examples and thoughts were merely an attempt to medi-
tate about this entanglement without the claim of presenting a systematic and com-
plete study. Sharing common interests in this topic might lead to a deeper understan-
ding of this phenomenon. 
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Arwa Elabd

Ms. Marvel Substitutes Fears with Facts:  
Deconstructing Islamophobia

Hate takes the people away from you.
If I hate him, I don’t talk to him.

I can’t see him.
--Rana Sodhi 

May your soul rest in peace

Islamophobia 

Islam and Muslims are in the center of attention of today as never before. It forms a 
topic that is not only presented in the daily news, but it is also an ongoing theme in 
Blockbusters, such as “American Sniper” or “Dark Zero Thirty,” and in TV series, such 
as “Homeland” and “24” where the crude and offensive depiction of Islam and its 
 followers reaches a wide audience across the world. The term Islamophobia means “a 
closed-minded hatred, fear or prejudice toward Islam and Muslims that results in 
discrimination, marginalization and oppression. (www.islamophobia.org/research/is-
lam ophobia-101.html)” This form of social and political aversion can be felt in various 
sections of society, such as education, labor market as well as part of the political 
 discourse that does not only lead to a normalization of popular stereotypes and pre-
judices, but it can also result into violent acts towards adherents of this religion. The 
consequence of this form of agitation is the foundation of marginal groups within the 
society because Muslims are not only perceived as aliens by the dominant group, but 
are also not included because they are most likely discerned as a disruptive factor to 
Western value. 

In his book American Islamophobia, Khaled Beydoun, Associate Professor of Law at 
the University of Detroit Mercy School of Law, distinguishes among three forms of 
 Islamophobia. The first form is the “private Islamophobia”, which is “fear, suspicion, 
and violent targeting of Muslims by private actors” who are not directly tied to the Sta-
te (Beydoun 32). As an example, he cites “The Three Champions” Yusor Abu-Salha, 
her husband Deah Barakat and her sister Razan Abu-Salha, who were considered excel-
lent students by their schools (North Carolina State University and University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill School of Dentistry), and were killed by their neighbor 
Craig Stephen Hicks in “a dispute over a parking spot” (“3 Students Killed in Chapel 
Hill Shooting”). Beydoun states that “the Council on American-Islamic Relations 
 reported seventy-eight attacks on U.S. mosques in 2015,” and “a 17 percent increase in 
anti-Muslim bias incidents nationwide in 2017 over 2016” (33). This was accom-
panied by “a 15 percent increase in hate crimes targeting American Muslims, including 
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children, youth, and families, over the same period” (“2018 Civil Rights Report: Tar-
geted”). This resentment does not only target Muslims, but also Non-Muslims who are 
very vulnerable to this form of hatred, especially those who have their roots in Middle 
Eastern or Asian countries, for instance the Indian religious Sikh community. With 
their turbans, their brown skin and their long beards, they were profiled as Muslims 
and victimized by hatemongers: “[Balbir Singh] Sodhi, a non-Muslim became the first 
victim of private Islamophobia murder in the wake of 9/11,” who was killed by Frank 
Silva Roque on September 15th because to him, Sodhi’s appearance was considered the 
image of the public enemies (“Hate Took His Brother’s Life, but He Says Forgiveness 
Was the Only Option”).

The second form is described by Beydoun as “Structural Islamophobia”:
The fear and suspicion of Muslims on the part of government institutions and actors. 
This fear and suspicion are manifested and enforced through the enactment and advance-
ment of laws, policy, and programming built upon the presumption that Muslim identity 
is associated with a national security threat. These laws, policies, and programs may be 
 explicitly discriminatory, like first and second Muslim bans, which explicitly restricted 
 immigrants from Muslim-majority nations from entering the United States. (Bey- 
doun 36)

This form of Islamophobia is not new to the United States and is not a product of the 
Trump Administration. Islam and Muslims have a long history of being “portrayed as 
irreconcilable with American values and society” (Beydoun 37) because they would be 
too foreign and too different. Sure enough, it is safe to say that the 45th president of 
the US made hatred towards Islam and Muslims more transparent than the American 
public. 

By contrast, the first time a US president spoke about Islam and Muslims in a non-
exclusive way when Barack Obama visited Cairo in 2009 and gave a speech where he 
stated: 

I have come here to seek a new beginning between the United States and Muslims around 
the world; one based upon mutual interest and mutual respect; and one based upon the 
truth that America and Islam are not exclusive and need not be in competition. Instead, 
they overlap, and share common principles – principles of justice and progress; tolerance 
and the dignity of all human beings. (“Text: Obama’s Speech in Cairo”) 

Already during the Obama administration, the attempts to include Muslims were very 
meager; in fact, surveillance on mosques and Muslims started during the Bush ad-
ministration after 9/11 but increased under Obama, who reinforced “surveillance, 
 engagement, and propaganda in Muslim communities” (Kundnani 3). The USA 
 PATRIOT Act was renewed, and Obama’s foreign policy barely changed in regard to 
the Middle East. A New York University professor Arun Kundnani in his book The 
Muslims Are Coming! Islamophobia, Extremism, and the Domestic War on Terror writes 
that “Obama continued along the same track with the same aim in mind: to find ways 
to continue projecting force in the Middle East and to maintain a national security 
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state at home—but without the noisy and divisive political conflicts that had plagued 
Bush from 2003 onward” (4).

The last form that Khaled Beydoun lists is called “Dialectical Islamophobia”, which 
he describes as: 

The process by which structural Islamophobia shapes, reshapes, and endorses views or 
 attitudes about Islam and Muslim subjects inside and outside of America’s border. State 
action legitimizes prevailing misconceptions, misrepresentations, and stereotypes of Islam 
and communicates damaging ideas through state-sponsored policy, programming, or 
 rhetoric which in turn emboldens private violence against Muslims (and perceived Mus-
lims). (40)

Henceforth, the dialectical form is the effectively endorsed idea about Islam and Mus-
lims by law and policing policies. Prejudices and stereotypes are created that are asso-
ciated with terrorism, violence, jeopardy, and radicalization. Islam is viewed and repre-
sented with suspicion in the media; consider President Trump who not only states 
 publicly “Islam hates us” (“‘I Think Islam Hates Us’: A Timeline of Trump’s Com-
ments about Islam and Muslims.”), but makes a plethora of critical remarks, endorses 
the idea that Muslim values cannot be reconcilable with American values. The salient 
hostility towards Muslims in the medial public space can be recognized as a result of 
these forms of incitements on the part of the media and the government.

(Re-)Presentation of Islam and Muslims in the Media Landscape 

Nowadays it is very rare, to find a positive presentation on Islam and Muslims in the 
media, whether it is the news, in films, in TV series, or even in music; most of the 
 portrayals are connected to violence, terrorism, a political ideology, sexism, among 
many others. One has to ask what effect this negative depiction ha not only on 
 Muslims but also non-Muslims if the viewers and readers are constantly exposed to 
this hateful attitude. 

Saifuddin Ahmed, a professor at the University of California, and Jörg Matthes, a 
professor at the University of Vienna, published a meta-analysis about how Islam and 
Muslims were represented in the media from 2000 to 2015. For their research, they 
examined “345 published studies to examine the media’s role in the construction of a 
Muslim and Islamic identity.” ((“Media Representation of Muslims and Islam from 
2000 to 2015: A Meta-Analysis”) The analysis has revealed that the most associated 
 topics were “migration,” “terrorism,” and “war”; in the majority of the cases the repre-
sentation was negatively framed. Similar to the previous scholars, Ahmed and Matthes 
also mention that the anti-Islam discourse is not a product of recent times; they date 
negative portrayals to the Iranian Revolutionary War in 1979. However, it is certain 
that the media coverage has changed drastically after 9/11; not only did the quantity 
increase but also the discourse has changed. They point out that the most popular pre-
judice is that Muslims are in a jihad, a holy war, against the USA and the Western 
world. Through this, Muslim are not only connected to violence but are also described 
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with characteristics of people who are uncivilized and deceitful. Western audiences are 
taught to believe that yes, there could be good and bad Muslims, but apparently there 
is no such thing as good Islam because this religion is considered to be inhumane and 
teaches hatred. This distorted picture shows how powerful the media is, and how this 
hostility translates into ordinary people who think this is what Islam is and this is how 
Muslims are. 

Muslims and Islam in Popular Culture

“Muslim and Middle Eastern [people] are shown to be violent, uncivilized, unpre dict-
able. […] And these endless negative portrayals range from silent movies and cartoons 
to modern day blockbusters.” are the beginning words of the 16-year-old Pakistani 
teenager Eefa Shehzad during her TEDxYOUTH talk which she gave in in Bangkok 

(“Middle Eastern and Muslim Stereotypes in Media: Eefa Shehzad at TEDxYouth@IS-
Bangkok.”). She has already lived in five countries on three different continents and 
 realized that Islam and Muslims are always represented in a negative light in Western 
media, movies, television shows, and even in video games. 

Jack George Shaheen, a former professor at Southern Illinois University, dedica- 
ted his work to research on racism and orientalism in popular culture. In his  
book, Reel Bad Arabs: How Hollywood Vilifies a People, he gleans the Othering of 
 minorities as “strange and dangerous – as foul creatures not like the rest of us” (7).  
In his foreword, he describes Hollywood as “the most effective teacher of our  
young,” which indicates that movies produced by the US-American film industry  
are familiar to many people around the globe that influence their opinions about 
 various aspects, such as culture, traditions, countries and people, that are not in the 
immediate vicinity. 

The portrayal of “The Arab-As-Villain” can be found in a plethora of contemporary 
movies and television shows. One of the most widely known one is American Sniper  
by Clint Eastwood from 2014. Bradley Cooper embodies Chris Kyle, who worked  
as a sniper during the war in Iraq and is considered the most lethal sniper in the 
 history of the army with more than 160 confirmed killings, as he describes in his auto-
biography. This movie categorizes Muslims as bad guys, even women and kids are not 
spared from this shallow war propaganda. The angry, evil, violent depiction of the 
Iraqis makes them unworthy of the audience’s compassion, an audience who believes 
that Chris Kyle is giving them what they deserve. The protagonist is now the defender 
of humanity who has to be appreciated for his sacrifice and his courage to fight these 
savages. 

In addition, TV shows such as 24, Quantico, and Homeland seem to rely on the 
image of the terrorist, violent, male Muslim who seeks revenge from the Western so-
ciety. The depiction of the Muslim characters is always one-dimensional, namely as an 
aggressor with their long beards, angry looks, long clothes, and submissive women in a 
Burka or Niqab. A highly popular negative portrayal of Muslims and Islam is probably 
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Walt Disney’s cartoon Aladdin (Musker, John, et al.  Aladdin. Buena Vista Pictures 
 Distribution, Inc., 1992), whose intro starts with the following words: 

Oh, I come from a land,
From a far away place,
Where the caravan camels roam. 
Where they cut off your ear
If they don’t like your face,
It’s barbaric, but hey, it’s home.

The lyrics describe uncivilized behavior, such as arbitrary violence towards people for 
no obvious reasons. Later, the words were changed, but still consider the Arabic cul-
ture as barbaric (Howard Elliott Ashman / Alan Menken. Aladdin. Arabian Nights 
(Aladdin) © Warner/Chappell Music, Inc., 1992): 

Where it’s flat and immense 
And the heat is intense. 
It’s barbaric,
But hey, it’s home.

But do the words really matter when the plot itself is very biased and relies on the por-
trayal of short-tempered, aggressive, hand-cuffing Arab men? While all the mean Arab 
men have look, bulky noses and dark, big eyes, Aladdin is the white, handsome, witty 
young man, who does not wield his sword around – so that he is relatable to American 
children. Shaheen says “the action and dialogue imply that Arabs are abhorrent types, 
that Islam is a brutal religion” (89).

The Nigerian feminist and author Chimamanda Ngoyi Adichie deals with the 
 dangers of one-sided stories and ways of representation. She explains that narrowing 
the perspective to just one of many possible stories about people, groups, or places 
creates stereotypes and prejudices. As an example, she brings up how the image of Afri-
ca in the Western industrialized countries is distorted and shows almost only negative 
aspects. In her TedX lecture The Danger of a Single Story she tells about her experience 
with an American roommate: 

She assumed that I did not know how to use a stove. What struck me was this: she had 
felt sorry for me even before she saw me. Her default position toward me, as an African, 
was a kind of patronizing, well-meaning pity. My roommate had a single story of Africa: a 
single story of catastrophe. In this single story, there was no possibility of Africans being 
similar to her in any way, no possibility of feelings more complex than pity, no possibility 
of a connection as human equals. 

As we can see, the representation of minorities, i.e. Muslims and Islam, in popular 
culture barely exists and if it does, then it is depicted in a mostly negative context. 
However, representation is very important for young people; they need to find role 
models in a positive image on TV, in movies, on shows, and even in the news. The lack 
of diversity in the entertainment industry is rampant and absolutely not representable 
to modern days. 
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Super(S)hero Comics 

Starting in the 30s in the United States, superhero comics are one of the most popular 
genres across the world today. A superhero is usually a human being with superpowers 
who fights villains that attack their universe. When we think of superheroes, we 
 usually think of the traditional ones: Batman, Spiderman, Superman, Iron Man, or 
Captain America. They all have one thing in common: as human beings, they are all 
middle-aged, white men from America. Even when we talk about superheroines, we 
think of Wonder Woman, Rogue, or Wasp, who share the same background as their 
male colleagues. Diversity is very limited in the world of superheroes and does not 
 really reflect the reality of their wide readership. 

This lack of diversity was very relevant to a young reader Sana Amanat, a comic 
book creator and editor at Marvel Comics. As the daughter of Pakistani immigrants, 
she was born and raised in the suburbs of New Jersey and struggled all her life with 
identifying herself. She grew up admiring white women and even wished to be one 
herself because this has been the only beauty standard she was exposed to. In a panel 
discussion about diversity in media, she stated the following: “When you grow up 
being very conscious of the fact that you are the ‘other,’ it cultivates a sense of uncer-
tainty and shame within you that can take a long time to overcome […] My desire to 
be ‘white,’ while covert, fed a delusion in my self-identity that I only broke away from 
towards the end of high school and truly in college.” (“The Pakistani American Marvel 
Editor Who Is Trying to Make Comic Books More Diverse”) The lack of diversity 
made her change the world of comics. She wanted to fight the image of the single, 
white male or female with the perfect body and used her voice to create Kamala Khan 
as Ms. Marvel, a young girl from a Pakistani family, who wants to fit in the American 
society but also be keep up with her family traditions and values. 

Ms. Marvel

Ms. Marvel is the name of various super heroines who have been invented since 1977 
by Marvel Comics. The first Ms. Marvel is Carol Danvers, who is an officer in the US 
Air Force, and was created by Gerry Conway. Her inventor created her during the era 
of women’s movement: she was meant to represent all the women who are in search of 
self-determination and identity without a male companion. The superpowers she 
 gained – the ability to control gravity and travel at the speed of light – emancipated 
her to become Captain Marvel. Kamala Khan follows the same path, as Ms. Marvels 
contemporary. 

One day, Ms. Marvel (AKA Carol Danvers) has to track down the first Captain 
Marvel, but in an explosion, her DNA mixes with hers and through the newly acqui-
red superpowers she becomes the first incarnation of Ms. Marvel. After this incident, 
she becomes part of the New Avengers. As Ms. Marvel she has a lot of superpowers, 
such as superhuman strength, speed and reflexes, she is almost invulnerable and can 
deliver photonic shocks. She is also a polyglot and a good journalist.
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Created by Ron Thomas and Gene Colans, Ms. Marvel first appeared in 1977 as 
the female counterpart of Captain Marvel (https://www.marvel.com/characters/cap-
tain-marvel-carol-danvers/in-comics). The pseudonym Ms. Marvel has also been used 
by Sharon Ventura, also known as She-Thing in 1985, and by Karla Sofen, known as 
Moonstone in 1975. In 2013 Kamala Khan made her first appearance in Captain 
Marvel #14 as Ms. Marvel. The 16-year old Pakistani-American Moslem from New 
Jersey was created by Gwendolyn Willow Wilson, who is a US-American Muslim 
 author, and Amana Sanat, an US-American comic book editor.

The teenager admires Carol Danvers and wants to be as strong and beautiful like 
her, but she cannot because she is stuck between the values and traditions of her family 
and of the American society. One day, after sneaking out for a party where she was not 
allowed to go, during a mysterious incident she discovers that she has superpowers. She 
considers herself “a shape-changing, mask-wearing, sixteen-year-old super ‘moozlim’ 
from Jersey City.” (Ms. Marvel Volume 1: No Normal) As we can see, Kamala Khan is 
not simply a female superhero but her new identity is interlinked to other categories 
that identity her, and her gender identity is not even emphasized as her age or religion. 

After the incident, Kamala Khan finds that she is able to morph her body any way 
she wants it. She can embiggen or shrink herself. While she hunts villains, she wears a 
mask to protect her identity. For her new job, she remodels her Burkini (a whole-body 
swimsuit that is widely used by Muslim women and women who want to protect their 
skin from the sun) into a superhero suit and uses a flashlight as a symbol for Ms. Mar-
vel, the same symbol that was used by Carol Danvers. Her age is relevant too because 
it marks her critical phase of her developmental psychological moment where she is on 
the threshold to become an adult, but she is not quite there yet.

As a heroine, she faces intercultural conflicts. Her parents are immigrants from 
 Pakistan who came to New Jersey a long time ago; she belongs to the second genera-
tion that lives in the United States. Kamala struggles a lot with the strict rules of her 
parents, and she is not always allowed to do the same things as her friends. Since she is 
a Muslim, she is often forbidden to eat or drink certain things as her non-Muslim 
friends do. Although she is religious, she thinks that her brother’s strict and conserva-
tive mindset is very exhausting, but so does her father, who is annoyed that he is 
 sitting at home instead of looking for a job. As we can see, Kamala Khan stands be-
tween tradition and modernism; the transformation of the burkini into a superhero 
suit already indicates this threshold momentum of change. 

She tells us that she lives in Jersey City, which is another indicator of the threshold 
momentum in her; she is close to the metropolitan city New York City but still ob-
viously separated from it. This topographical location is very important in her self- 
description that is likewise connected to the other categories: “a shape-changing, mask-
wearing, sixteen-year-old super ‘moozlim’ from Jersey City.” Body, clothes, age, family, 
religion and place are all mentioned in one description that are connected to each 
other. The fact that Kamala Khan is a woman, is relegated to the background of the 
story, in fact, it is very obvious that her parents have higher standards in her than in 
her own brother, who is even older.
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Deconstructing Islamophobia in the School Context

Learning Objectives 

Discussing Ms. Marvel in the classroom will contribute to the improvement of the stu-
dents speaking, reading, and writing ability: 

a) The students will be able to define the term “Islamophobia” and be aware of the 
consequences that affect Muslims as well Non-Muslims. 

b) The students will learn to read all sorts of media with a critical mind and learn 
to questions and doubt the latest news about minorities, instead of accepting 
them as they are. 

c) The students will learn to reflect and learn how to bring forward their argu-
ments. 

d) The students will learn how to deconstruct certain forms of racism and discri-
mination, such as islamophobia, homophobia, xenophobia, ableism, among 
many others. 

e) The students will read between the lines of the comic and understand that it is 
more than just an entertainment tool, rather it is an accurate description of cur-
rent social movements. 

f ) The students will engage in discussions in order to exchange ideas. They also 
will be able to write papers to express their opinion. 

g) The students will be able to collect what they have learned and organize a pro-
fessional poster presentation after a school week. 

Deconstructing Stereotypes 

The stereotypes and prejudices that are very common in the American society are ta-
ken up in this subchapter and deconstructed by a scene from Ms. Marvel1.

Figure 1 Kamala in conversation with the Iman

“Muslim women are controlled by their father and/or brother. They always 
 belong to someone and cannot be on their own:” Kamala’s parents are worried about 
her misbehavior and do not know how to help her. Instead of punishing her, they 

 1 The illustrations on the subsequent pages all stem from Ms. Marvel Volume 1: No Normal, incorporated 
under fair use for educational purposes
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 decide to send her to the local imam. Finding advice in a local mosque is very com-
mon in the Muslim community, since a lot of gatherings happen there that establish a 
trust basis. When she is surprised that the Iman does not give her a lecture about how 
to become an obedient girl that should stay at home, he explains that it is very impor-
tant to help other people if she has the “the honor and skills” to do so. 

He also made sure to remind her of the “qualities befitting an upright young 
 woman: courage, strength, honesty, compassion and self-respect”:

Figure 2 The Iman speaking to Kamala

Throughout the plot, she proves her strength as a woman, not only in fights with  
the aliens and enemies but especially within her own community. In one scene she is 
calling out the Imam and proves him that cultural values have taken over religion: 

Figure 3 Kamala calling out the Iman
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“Muslims do not fit into the Western society. Their values and their mentality are 
too different from Americans”: Muslims, who are first generation Americans, struggle 
with the question of identity. To put it according to Ijeoma Umebinyuo: “so, you are 
too foreign for home, too foreign for here. Never enough for both.” (Diaspora Blues). 
Kamala addresses this topic during her visit in Pakistan. This issue is very familiar to a 
lot of kids who were born in a country to where their parents migrated. The lack of 
 affiliation and the absence of “home” can be very devastating for a lot of teenagers. 

Figure 4 Kamala in Pakistan

“Muslims hate Jews and Christians. They are also anti LGBTQ+”: Kamala’s circle 
of friends is very diverse – it depicts the reality of a young Muslim teenager in an 
 American city. Her best friends are Italian-American Bruno and Turkish-American 
 Nakia. Later on, she becomes friends with Zoe, who comes out as a Lesbian during the 
story, and Michaela who is the daughter of two moms. This is a very relevant point in 
current times since Muslims are always associated with homophobia. 

Figure 5 Zoe and Nakia
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“All Muslim women are forced to wear the hijab”: A very prevalent stereotype about 
Muslim women is that they are forced – mostly by a kinsman – to put on a hijab, the 
Muslim veil, and to dress modestly. Kamala’s best friend Nakia is faced in the begin-
ning of the comic with this question. Before Zoe became the nice girl she actually is 
now, she was very ignorant and confronted Nakia about the prejudice that her dad 
would have had forced her to wear the hijab. Here is her response: 

Figure 6 Nakia answering Zoe’s question regarding her hijab

“Anyone who is a Muslim supports violence and terrorism”: Kamala’s being is not 
only motivated by her idol Captain Marvel but especially by the Quran and Sunnah, 
the two most profound sources for any Muslim. As soon as she accepted her new iden-
tity, she saves Zoe’s life by reading a verse from the Quran that gives her courage to 
perform as a superhero: 

Figure 7 Kamala coming to Zoe's aid

Conclusion

There is a plethora of methods on how to use the comic series Ms. Marvel in the class-
room to deconstruct islamophobia, racism, xenophobia, sexism and even homophobia. 
Young people are more open to changes and are more open-minded than older people. 
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Nowadays the most iconic superheroes are Superman, Batman, and Iron Man., which 
is problematic because they only represent one part of the dominant group of the 
American society. These comics are focused on white, straight, body-abled, perfect 
 looking young men, which do not represent nor the female or the the plethora of male 
bodies that exist. This is why Kamala Khan is an innovation and we need to expose 
young people to her in a school setting. 

The creators of Ms. Marvel did an outstanding job including various aspects in 
Kamala’s life, making it a mirror of the reality of a young Pakistani-American Muslim 
teenager from New Jersey. It is often said that Muslim families prefer their sons to 
their daughters, but in fact, Kamala’s family has very high expectations for their daugh-
ter, in comparison to their son who spends a lot of time at home due to his unemploy-
ment. Wilson and Amanat also represent the diversity within the Muslim community 
itself, so we do not only have a glimpse into the life of a Pakistani-American family but 
also a young Turkish-American family and an African American family. I firmly believe 
that teaching current social and political issues by using the means of comics are very 
helpful for the students who probably associate superheroes to the standard, largely 
male figures and villains. In times like these, we need more literature, which talks una-
bashedly about ongoing topics that educates teenagers to be open-minded, critical, 
 accepting and heartwarming human beings. 
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Simon Maierhofer

For the Return of the Vanishing Point in  
Contemporary Politics:  

Mediating between Utopian Horizon and  
Utopian Practice

The present moment in Western politics is commonly characterized as a moment of 
crisis. The White House is occupied by one of the most disruptive and contested presi-
dents in recent American history, while in Europe analysts, experts, and journalists see 
a “tide” of populist or right-wing populist parties sweeping elections and being more 
and more integrated into democratic procedures. In this process, traditions, principles, 
customs, and unwritten rules of political conduct are questioned and overturned.  
A new “style” of politics is sometimes observed. The recent historical developments  
– such as the terrorist attacks in the US, the UK, France, and other European coun-
tries, the economic downturn following the banking crisis of 2008 – have, arguably, 
led to general feelings of unease and uncertainty in Western populations. However,  
in order to analyze the anxieties and shifts in contemporary politics, one has to go 
 beyond the year 2008 or 2001, beyond historical calamities that seem to offer simple 
explanations for what some see as an urgent threat to the established “liberal” order. 
This paper argues that the political culture marked by what some call “technocracy” – 
in conjunction with historical and economic events increasing anxieties in the popu-
lous – gave rise to populism in the form it is experienced today. However, this text will 
also attempt to lay out a sort of dialectic of the utopian, value-based, “idealistic” style 
of the past, which will be characterized as “modern” and of the technocratic, post-poli-
tical, and “pragmatic” of the presence, which will be characterized as “postmodern”. 
The goal is to arrive at a synthesis that, on the one hand, rejects anti-pluralistic “totali-
zation” and utopianism in practice, which Jean-François Lyotard has determined as 
leading to systemized “terror” (66), and, on the other, reaffirms the utopian on the 
 level of principle proposing a vanishing point towards which politics should strive, a 
utopian horizon.

The Political

When discussing utopian elements in politics, one has first to define what constitutes 
the political and the spheres of its influence. For this paper, politics is defined as the 
principle body of the organization of society and the main force of distribution of 
 power amongst the body politic. The political, therefore, must not be confused with 
the state, which is its subset; it is understood both as a positive term assuming an 
 active role in the shaping of society in its expression as the state and the wider political 
system, and as a negative term, assuming a passive role in spaces that appear prima 
 facie post-political. For example, such negative presences can be felt in economic, cul-
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tural, social, historical processes that seem non-political, especially when political 
forces in the form of state interventions through subsidies or regulations seem to be in 
retreat. The political can then be understood today as negative in the sense that it is 
still present in its absence as spaces and processes are modeled against the political, and 
thus contain the political in its negated form and retain the potential of politics, so 
that the lack of realization does not deny it its presence. 

The Utopian as Pragmatics and Principles

According to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, the utopian is defined as “a place of 
ideal perfection especially in laws, government, and social conditions,” but also as “an 
impractical scheme for social improvement” and “an imaginary and indefinitely remo-
te place” (Merriam Webster). Therefore, the term utopian must be examined in more 
detail and a differentiation needs to be established between its pragmatics and its prin-
ciples. Ever since the grand utopian political ideas – communism and fascism (notably 
with two very different utopian ideas at their core, the first humanistic, the second 
 anti-humanistic, racist, and chauvinist) – failed and devolved into violence, persecu-
tion, and killings on a scale not known at the beginning of the 20th century, there is 
this inherent tension in the term utopia. Frederic Jameson states in his foreword to 
Jean-François Lyotard’s landmark essay “The Postmodern Condition: A Report on 
Knowledge” that “we no longer believe in political or historical teleologies, or in the 
great “actors” and “subjects” of history – the nation-state, the proletariat, the party, the 
West, etc.” but – in opposition to Lyotard’s text that sees a definite end to totalizing 
“metanarratives” – Jameson traces a “passage underground” and a “continuing but now 
unconscious effectivity as a way of “thinking about” and acting in our current situation” 
(xii). According to Jameson, there is a psychoanalytical desire for the utopian, which 
has – since the rational consensus has turned against utopian models of politics – be-
come a repressed desire. 

In this paper, I will use Jameson’s concept to understand populism as a manifestati-
on of that desire, as a sort of sublimation in terms of a psychoanalytical framing. To re-
solve this tension between rational consensus and repressed desire, it must be posited 
that ideals and principles, including those de- and prescribed in democratic consti-
tutions, are utopian as their complete implication in any sort of functional way is 
 unattainable. All of our constitutional liberties such as freedom of speech or right to 
assembly have constitutional limits. Often the limit to one freedom is set by another 
freedom. It is almost trivial to note that there is always this gap between the idealistic 
and the functional. However, the idealistic has other functions apart from the prescrip-
tive, legally normative. After action, there is always interpretation and justification. 
The meaning of action is changed according to how such actions are framed. For ex-
ample, if the secret service were to employ torture as a method of interrogation and 
were to be caught and punished for their misconduct, the justification – in a cultural, 
not a legal sense – for such punitive measures should not be primarily about the in-
effectiveness of torture in acquiring information from the suspect, but about constitu-
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tional or other legally binding normative ideals established in democratic constitu-
tions, such as the Geneva convention or the Charter of Human Rights. Furthermore, 
the justification should not just entail the fact that such rights are legally enshrined, 
but that they are also morally binding and that is the reason they were made law in the 
first place. In every society, there is a culture of interpretation and justification of 
 action that then in turn informs decisions for further action in a sort of feedback loop. 
Therefore, speech and language are not just “semantics;” they are consequential in 
 material, moral, and cultural terms. This is crucial, as the criterion of efficiency is al-
ways suspect to material change in technological, practical, and economic possibilities, 
while the criterion of justice, a utopian criterion, is – ideally – consistent, universal, 
and generally resistant to fluctuations in particular situations or systems (Lyotard 46). 
In addition, this definition of the utopian argument or interpretation of events as con-
sistent and universal is axiomatic in its nature. It is postulated in order to be functio-
nal, in disagreement with postmodern ideas of dissension and instability of all “lan-
guage games” (Lyotard 66). Despite its limitations, functional or performative uto-
pianism based on morality and justice, and not on pure utilitarian efficiency, is 
necessary in the pragmatics of social, political, and personal interactive spaces. 

Utopian as Action and Interpretation 

In order to differentiate between utopian pragmatics and utopian principle, which 
constitute the theoretical foundation of functional utopianism outlined above, one 
must return to the concept of action and interpretation. If we were to analytically 
 isolate action from the cognitive and already interpretive (the context, the situation is 
perceived in a way that compels a subject to action) processes that lead to it and the 
interpretations, justifications, and framings that follow it, its material meaning – loca-
ted within the boundary of a specific time and place – can be described as monovalent. 
An act of violence – such as torture – is committed and its material consequences can 
be empirically observed. However, action can never be perceived without its interpre-
tative and narratively framed context and, therefore, an active response is never just 
based in the monovalent “fact” of a particular event, but in the ambivalent truth con-
structed in the process of interpretation. Facts are lonely and they alone do not con sti-
tute a truth. In addition, the various dynamics, movements, and processes that define 
actions are ambivalent as well as the chain of action is interrupted by the interpretative 
layer of reality as we construct it.

Causality is very difficult to establish because it follows the logic of the singular 
 action, which as I indicated above is almost impossible to construct outside of a hypo-
thetical frame in order to elucidate the relationship of multiple actions already con-
fined within an interpretative context. In legal terms, the phrase beyond reasonable 
doubt already conveys an awareness of the limitations of a monovalent active decision 
of sentencing with a clearly defined material meaning of either incarceration or free-
dom. In that way, our legal system actually represents a functional utopianism. It 
 aspires to justice, its utopian horizon, without the illusion of ever completely fulfilling 
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its promise. Legal rulings contain totality because of their total – in that sense synony-
mous with monovalent – material consequences, but it is only ever functional  
and  never absolute. It accepts that in order to take action one has to acquire to - 
tality founded on an imperfect, but functional version of the truth that the people 
within the reach of the judiciary can accept as fair or fairer than any other alter- 
native. Totality is bound to a specific, singular action and cannot be generalized  
and has to be open to constant reevaluation. There is a more or less fixed basis  
for the judicial branch’s decisions in the form of constitutions, laws, or in some  
countries, previous case rulings, every sentencing, however, requires personalized  
– through the judge, the jury, the lawyers – interpretations and considerations.1  
The law is not an instrument, a machine that produces justice; it is a totality, a utopia 
that limits the ambivalence and plurality of the decisions taken in order for these to  
be functional. 

Dissonance between the Idealistic and the Material

Utopian pragmatics claims to be able to fully translate utopian principles into utopian 
action and therefore negate this ambivalence of truth, reality, and causality. How can a 
path of action ever be in the total service of a particular value or idea? To claim this, is 
to claim to be able to resolve the dissonance between the idealistic and the material. 
Summarizing singular actions towards a coherent totality, a “game plan” for salvation, 
ignores the problem of causality, therefore the claim that the end justifies the means is 
causal illusion. To assert one true reasoning behind action and one true interpretation 
of the resulting fact is to assert one totalizing, anti-pluralistic truth. Utopian prag-
matics functions on the level of action, while utopian principles function on the level 
of interpretation. The latter leaves room for different paths of actions, fully aware of 
their monovalent character. The former affirms the monovalence of action as its prin-
ciple philosophy, action and interpretation merge, their tension dissolving into absolu-
te totality and, potentially, terror. Thus a working definition of functional utopianism, 
utopia representing monovalence and functional representing ambivalence, would be a 
totality in spite of itself, a totality in the absence of terror, a totality of ephemeral na-
ture that can only be established within a specific time and place that cannot be uni-
versalized2 (Lyotard 66–67).

 1 This is similar to the differentiation Lyotard is insisting on in The Postmodern Condition between nar-
rative and scientific knowledge and the tension arising from the authorative, objective claim of science 
that is at odds with the legitimation of that claim that has to resort to a personalized, subjective narrative 
(26–28).

 2 This is related to the idea of fictionalism. It postulates that truth is not the most important ideal to aspire 
to and some things are necessary but not necessarily true. One of its proponents, Hans Vaihinger, called 
his book about this thesis The Philosophy of the As If (Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy). What is 
described above could be called Utopianism of the As If.
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Victory of Liberalism?

The aforementioned tension in society between desire for the utopian and rational “re-
alism” is increased by a style of politics that is masked as post-political and that per-
forms pragmatism as an ideology, a technocracy. In order to understand how utopian 
desire and its repression (to follow Jameson) are possibly the driving forces of a conflict 
between technocracy and its mirror, populism (Jan-Werner Müller 97), this antago-
nism has to be examined. Functional utopianism as a resurfacing, the actualization of 
the subconscious desire of the utopian that rejects anti-pluralistic, totalitarian tenden-
cies of the absolute while addressing certain pre-modern needs for the fixed, the sim-
ple, the clear, and – even more historically tainted – the pure can then be posited as an 
alternative, “third way.” Here it is important to consider the historical context, espe-
cially the paradigm shift of 1989/1991 that ended the Cold War and was supposed to 
usher in an era of uncontested, rational liberalism as the general world order, or as 
Francis Fukuyama called it The End of History (Glaser). In his eponymous essay (save 
for the question mark at the end of the phrase that disappeared from the title of his 
1992 book as Glaser notes in her above quoted article), published in 1989 in the ma-
gazine The National Interest, he observes that as a century of violent antagonism, 
bloodshed, and persecution came to a close “an unabashed victory of economic and 
political liberalism” (1) left no credible alternatives and concluded humanity’s history 
marked by ideological struggles, utopianism, and other grand ideas. As Fukuyama 
 notes: 

The end of history will be a very sad time. The struggle for recognition, the willingness to 
risk one’s life for a purely abstract goal, the worldwide ideological struggle that called forth 
daring, courage, imagination, and idealism, will be replaced by economic calculation, the 
endless solving of technical problems, environmental concerns, and the satisfaction of so-
phisticated consumer demands. In the post-historical period there will be neither art nor 
philosophy, just the perpetual caretaking of the museum of human history. (17–18) 

What Fukuyama describes here is a sort of political ennui that despite his slightly 
dramatic tone seems like an accurate prediction of the situation of the following dec-
ade (disregarding calamities of the geopolitical peripheries, from the wars resulting 
from the collapse of Yugoslavia to the genocide in Rwanda), at least up until the terror 
attacks September 11, 2001 and the world financial and economic crisis starting from 
2007/2008. But even after those catastrophes – whose epicenters were located right in 
the middle of world political and economic power, there seemed no credible, coherent 
ideological alternatives that emerged. Arguably the most immediate opposition to “the 
Western way of life,” Islamic fundamentalist terrorism, cannot be construed to be a 
 serious threat to the stability of political and economic institutions, neither on a mate-
rial level (even though, of course, lives are being lost) nor on a level of ideas (Jan-Wer-
ner Müller 6). Even dictators and despots desire their countries to be recognized as 
 liberal and democratic in order for them to be legitimized on the world stage and inte-
grated into the interwoven net of trade and diplomacy, so crucial for the prospect of 
prosperity to be attainable in an age of increasing, accelerated globalization (ibid). 
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Liberalism as Technocracy

Fukuyama’s concept of the post-historical stage is a kind of utopian narrative,3 

 and technocracy – as the direct political expression of said concept – can be 
 understood to be a form of government that does not attempt to realize political 
 capacities of “shaping” society, of progress and vision, that tries not to temper with 
processes and developments defined as transcending the political sphere. Instead, it 
 seizes only the role of administrator in a society it perceives to be in a finalized stage  
of development. With all liberal and democratic promises fulfilled, where to can  
we advance? What space is left for progress and change if one lives in the epilogue  
of history? It is bureaucratized stagnation, paralyzed by its fear of regress towards histo-
rical times.

Technocracy can be defined not only to be technical, automatized in terms of its 
political pragmatics, but also as partially determined by the hyper-technologized con-
text from which it arose. As machines, computers, data bases, and the general informa-
tion overflow created by technological advances and new possibilities of knowledge 
gathering, storing, and transmitting has taken on an increasingly important meaning, 
political decision-making has become depersonalized, both in the way it is grounded 
in computerized knowledge and how the purely rational, mathematical logic of ma-
chines has been transferred to the very human sphere of politics, where categories such 
as emotions, the irrational, the subconscious, and – not to sound too sentimental – 
hopes and dreams have significant impacts on discourse, narratives, rhetoric, and, 
therefore, on material realities too (Lyotard 14). Technocracy regards itself in purely 
 rational terms, and does not only negate the political value of the listed categories,  
but at times seems openly hostile towards them. To put it simply, it does what has  
to be done – or rather what it thinks has to be done. Any appeal to emotions, no  
matter whether it is righteous anger or empathy, is deemed irrational and all criticism 
is  derided as childish or ideological. Following this logic, technocracy can appear 
 authoritarian and antipluralistic in its rejection and denunciation of political alter-
natives in absolute terms, even though it is democratically legitimized through free and 
open elections and its adherence to political and legal norms (Jan-Werner Müller 97). 

Technocracy and the Rise of Populism

The counter movement of technocracy can be characterized similarly. Populism under-
stands its politics in absolute terms and also acquired its powerful position entirely 

 3 Naturally, meant in a different sense than the usual definition of the utopian that is applied to commu-
nism or fascism. The latter seeks to realise utopian principles through utopian practises, while the former 
sees already an actualized utopia. Its utopia, however, is not perfect, fulfilled in the same way the image 
other utopians – or utopians of the unrealized utopia – project. It`s imperfect, but “more perfect” than 
all other options, akin to the apercu attributed to Churchill about how “democracy is the worst form of 
government except for [all others]” (Richard M. Langworth).
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through democratic means from within the democratic system.4 Jan-Werner Müller 
states in his book What is Populism? the following: 

For neither technocrats nor populist is there any need for democratic debate. In a sense, 
they are both curiously apolitical. Hence, it is plausible to assume that one might pave  
the way for the other, because each legitimizes the belief that there is no real room for 
 disagreement. After all, each holds that there is only one correct policy solution and only 
one authentic popular will respectively. (97) 

The difference is that while technocracy bases its claim to authority on empirical, 
rational notions, populist employ mystical concepts of democracy, metapolitical illu-
sions, as Hans Kelsen called them. Populism’s view of the people is that of a “symbolic 
substance.” A unity of individuals whose will cannot be expressed in empirically 
measurable ways such as elections, but can only be “sensed” by populists who are their 
true representative (Jan-Werner Müller 28–29). To attack populists, means to attack 
the people and their will. To take a recent example, one only has to think of the recent 
reaction of the Hungarian government to the threat of sanctions by the European 
 Union. The Hungarian Prime Minister, Viktor Orbán, is quoted as saying: “[…] [Y]ou 
are not going to condemn a government but a country as well as a nation. You are go-
ing to denounce Hungary […]” (Daniel Boffey). Populism, however, is not simply a 
return to the “modern” authoritarianism of the past that was based on utopian grand 
narratives. It also betrays postmodern influences in the way it feeds off uncertainty, 
distrust, and anxieties characteristic of our day and age that allows so many competing 
narratives to be presented as equal in the absence of intellectual authority in the realm 
of the internet, especially on social media. One could say populism in its anti-elitism 
prerequisites exudes a certain level of reflexivity or rejection of hierarchical transmis-
sion of information and knowledge through the channels of the “old” authorities: 
print media, their online outlets, public television stations, universities, experts. The 
official narrative is deemed to be “fake news.” When Rudy Guiliani says “truth is not 
truth” (BBC News), the phrase is an exploitation of postmodern epistemological and 
ontological principles. These are distorted to serve their aims. Surly authoritarian 
 movements in the past – when the word postmodern was not known – also tried to de-
ride the truths of their opponents. The crucial difference lies in the establishing of 
counter-narratives. 

While it seemed crucial in the past to create a vision for the future that is clear and 
concise and understandable for the people they tried to sway, today populist garner 
their strength from vagueness, flexibility, and ambiguity of moral, political, and social 
stances. Their mode of politics is one of vague antagonism and oppositional character 
even if they reach the highest ranks of power. Most of the messaging clearly panders to 
a yearning in large swaths of the populous to return to “solid” modern or pre-modern 
times. “Make America Great Again” means make the world simple again. A retreat to 

 4 Even though it has to be noted that what happens after their rise to power, once they actually fill po-
sitions of political authority, is not necessarily democratic. See the examples of Poland or Hungary 
 (Washington Post).
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nationalism, traditionalism, and ethnic homogeneity is a flight from the reflexive, 
complex, and fluid times we experience. The populist vision – if such a thing can even 
be coherently constructed – is a return to the fixed, to a clear playbook for life. Signs 
like family, nation, religion have so many different referents today, there is no “auto-
matic” meaning, there are no short cuts to understanding being presented with so 
many diverse lifestyles, views, ideas, etc. (Mudde). This vision of the great return, how-
ever, remains so vague that it is not really comparable to the grand metanarratives  
of the past. Manifestoes, central myths, songs, images – the whole culture of the uto-
pian – are not reflected in the populism of today. Communism, fascism, these were 
movements that tried (and often succeeded in) destroying the entire system of repre-
sentative democracy. Jan-Werner Müller posits that contrary to the past, during the era 
of totalitarianism and later the Cold War, the current threat for Western democracies 
“comes […] from within the democratic world – the political actors posing the danger 
speak the language of democratic values” (6). Populism is the “permanent shadow of 
modern representative democracy” (11). That is the tension inherent in this form of 
politics; on the one hand, it promises the return to the fixed, the solid, the simple, but, 
on the other, its style, its conduct, and also some of its contents are vague, fluid, and 
flexible. It promises a change of cultures, but the system as such stays untouched; 
therefore, populism as we see it today is not radical. It merely tries to channel the esta-
blished structures for their needs, and shape these accordingly, hollowing out the de-
mocratic system without dismantling it completely (Jan-Werner Müller 62–63). How-
ever, this is also its greatest strength: It ponders to what it perceives to be unaddressed 
needs, while never really committing to principles, or even specific policy proposals. 
Their only clear mode of discourse is rejection, antagonism, and provocation. This re-
flects the mood of their clientele left without clear structures of belief – be it moral, 
political, religious. Postmodern incredulity towards metanarratives (Lyotard XXIV) has 
permeated most milieus and social classes, yet the desire for the utopian remains, and 
it can easily be projected on the ideological blank space that populists provide. 

Technocracy versus Populism

Therefore, populism is a manifestation of that desire, but not its actualization. The ten-
sion in politics remains as it oscillates between technocracy and populism. The Euro-
pean establishment is especially keen on using this, presenting their conflict with po-
pulist forces as a fight between reason and madness, good and evil, a fight on which 
the very fate of Europe hinges. Emanuel Macron, for example, is in the process of 
forg ing a “progressive” alliance for the European parliamentary elections next year that 
seeks to build “a joint platform transcending well-structured existing political families” 
(Gotev). Everything that does not conform to the technocratic standard is regarded as 
populist, while, on the other side, populists only see homogenous elite unified in their 
disdain for them and in extension for the people (Jan-Werner Müller 20). There is no 
room for nuance or progress; opposition that can be placed neither in the populist nor 
in the technocratic camp is pulverized. Macron, again, is a good example of this. In 
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last year’s French presidential election voters were left to choose between an insider 
masking as an outsider (Macron was minister for economic affairs from 2014 until 
2016 in the previous government) running on a post-ideological, post-political ticket 
(in agreement with the statement quoted above) against an insider masking as outsider 
(Le Pen is part of a political dynasty and is a fixture of French politics for many years 
now) running on a xenophobic, far-right populist ticket. Macron represented liberal 
technocracy, the mainstream (hidden behind the façade of the new, the “marching” 
movement), while Le Pen stood for the right-wing populist usurpers of the system. 
Conservatives, social-democrats, Eurocommunists, fixtures of the political landscape of 
France for decades, were defeated in the first round already. 

In the past, there were clear ideological differences between grand old parties, the 
traditional Volksparteien – conservatives and social democrats, but that did not necessa-
rily obstruct cooperation. Rather, both opposing parties knew of their fundamental 
differences, but also knew that the opposing side was not the enemy and that there 
were values both sides agreed on which could then be used as the foundation for find-
ing solutions being acceptable to either side. There was distinction between parties, 
but also respect. “[…] [P]arties represented diversity; party systems symbolized unity” 
(Jan-Werner Müller 79). Nowadays, there is no unity as neither the technocrats nor 
the populists see the respective other as legitimate democratic contenders, while within 
the unity of the two sides there is no room for pluralist diversity of opinions and posi-
tions. This does not mean that a choice between technocracy and populism, between 
Macron and Le Pen, is no real choice at all, quite to the contrary, the choice seems so 
clear or is made out to be so clear that nuance and careful, civilized public debate is 
lost. 

The Need for a Utopian Horizon

What remains then of politics in the democratic sense? The deconstruction of the state 
that used to fill the hole left by religion is in decline, shrinking families, and other 
 fading communal structures are the key to understanding our “post-political” times 
(Mouffe 4). To construct a utopian horizon, a vanishing point for politics is to counter 
this development. The aim is to actualize the potential created by the negation of the 
political. A vision for the future of society is the reaffirmation of human and political 
agency. Democracy is defined to be power from the people, by the people, and for the 
people. It is time to seize again the possibilities we have as a people. Climate change, 
inequality, and the resulting consequences prove we do not (yet) live in utopian end 
times. Administrative restraint, blocking the steering wheel in place instead of giving 
direction, produced a feeling of collective aimless fugue. This is what populism repre-
sents, a need for change that is rationally denied that is expressed in aimless wandering 
from the dissatisfying center towards the peripheries of accepted political beliefs. 
Amidst this confusion the concept of the utopian has been infused with new signifi-
cance and urgency. As was described above, historical utopianism cannot be the 
answer. It would only lead to authoritarianism and terror. Functional utopianism as it 
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was outlined is already present in our societies, on the level of institutions – for 
e xample, in courthouses – but also on a personal level in everyday life. The tensions 
between the material and the immaterial, the pragmatic and the ideal, the functional 
and the principled surface in every decision we take, in every action, in every belief, in 
every hope. There is always negotiation, mediation, meditation, discourse between 
subjects, but also within subjects. The crucial task at hand is to emphasize again prin-
ciples and ideals in the political sphere. In wake of the deconstruction of nearly all 
fixed, solid structures of beliefs, of habits, of ideals, and principles the longing for a 
time and place in the past, which is as much mystical as it is real, that provided com-
fort and direction cannot be surprising to us (Mudde). Politics must provide an answer 
to this yearning that is pluralistic, democratic, and inclusive, and that does not consti-
tute a return to the totalitarianism of decades past. 

The Postmodern Crisis of Representation 

However, what needs to be postulated is that postmodernity is not in opposition to 
said idea; it is not a project to undermine traditional values. Postmodernity is a reac-
tion to the failings of modernity. To attest theory has such a shaping role in society is 
very flattering to thinkers but it ignores that theory is also a form of observation. It is 
always written in a specific time and place and it cannot be immune to the particular 
influences of its context. More or less parallel to the idea of the postmodern in aesthe-
tics and then philosophy the sociological theory of the postindustrial society – posited 
by American Daniel Bell – emerged (The Economist). A new age in aesthetics, philo-
sophy, society, and politics presented itself and was both shaped and observed by 
think ers of various disciplines. What Lyotard is saying in The Postmodern Condition is 
that the totalizations of the past need to end as they lead to political repression, to 
perse cution, and death, and – maybe more importantly – that on theoretical grounds 
they do not hold water. To view society as a coherent whole he thinks is a reduction 
and simplification that renders it meaningless. The problem of totalization is the 
 problem of representation. Society cannot be represented in its entirety; therefore, it 
cannot be controlled on the level of totality (Lyotard 55–56). In the appendix of his 
book he  describes more the aesthetic side of postmodernism, especially as a conse-
quence of the crisis of representation he explores in the context of the idea of the 
 “unpresentable” sublimity originating from Kant (Lyotard 76–77). 

Utopia as a Vanishing Point

One might be tempted to ask what the arguments presented here have to do with the 
topic at hand, the utopian. However, maybe the essential problem of utopianism is, 
again, the problem of representation. To imagine utopia is to imagine society in a state 
of sublime fulfillment. Utopia is the end of imagination, of hope, and potential. It is 
the dead end of history. In order to be guided by the idea of a particular utopia, its 
image must be projected somehow. But how do you represent the unrepresentable? On 
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top of this, even one can conjure up a mirror of the utopian in the minds and imagi-
nations of the people who are to realize the utopian promise, how can any power or 
authority sustain itself if it is constantly measured against the impossible ideals of the 
utopian? Functional utopianism locates the utopian in a distant and faraway place.  
A vanishing point, a horizon is a point that cannot be reached, yet it still provides 
 orientation. Such is the function of the utopian in our society. Postmodern ideas of the 
heterogeneity of ideas, of values, and principles do not prevent the construction of a 
temporary consensus that is always open for renegotiation, that is aware of its limita-
tion in representing society and the needs of all individuals assembled within it, that, 
however, is still necessary for cooperation and coexistence as it constitutes the basis of 
decision making that does effect society in its entirety. Democratic representative poli-
tics as we understand it today must define the population it represents and view it as 
both totality and as made up of diverse individuals (Jan-Werner Müller 71–72). Func-
tional utopianism is already practiced there too. The key step is to give it ideological 
weight in the realm of principles, to make it a directive for the broader aims of society. 
Technocratic, utilitarian functionalism harms the political discourse and creates the 
conditions for the emergence of populism, as it was attempted to be proven above. 
What is needed is an expansion of politics that realizes its potential deactualized by the 
pseudo turn from the political and ideological manifested in pure functionalism. Ide-
als, principles, and ideas that together form a vision of society as it should be and not 
how it is are the foundation for such politics. To prevent recourse to either utopian 
pragmatics of authoritarianism or to the “rational” technocracy of today, an open, 
 democratic, pluralistic discourse between emotion and reason, the ideal and the prag-
matic, the immaterial and the material must be upheld. The discourse must be built 
upon respect and equality, as Jürgen Habermas envisioned it (Stanford Enyclopedia of 
Philsophy).

Conclusion: Utopia as Temporal Universal Consensus

To conclude the problems of the utopian horizon, the “new” vanishing point in poli-
tics – namely the problem of pluralism and the problem of representation – must be 
returned to. Ultimately these constitute an unresolvable contradiction in the outlined 
proposal. However, a functional solution to the “postmodern problems” lies within the 
original thesis on Postmodernism itself. “Consensus has become an outmoded and sus-
pect value,” Lyotard claims and demands in turn “recognition of the heteromorphous 
nature of language games” (66). In his sketching out of “a politics that would respect 
both the desire for justice and the desire for the unknown” (67), he says that the 
 consensus, the rules for all language games must be “local” and “subject to eventual 
cancellation” (66). The latter is in synch with the idea of functional utopianism, the 
former highlights the difference between the theories proposed here and the post-
modern outlook. Functional Utopianism places more significance on the temporality 
of the consensus, while only in part accepting locality. If laws and rules are to be 
 applied to the entire body politic, a totality must be presupposed in the political sys-
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tem. But it should be a totality that rejects the absolute. The utopian values and 
 principles, the utopian horizon, the vision for society that is the driving force of 
 functional utopianism is a temporal universal consensus that is “subject to eventual 
cancellation” (67). 

The problem of representation is even more difficult, it is as much a political as it is 
an aesthetic problem. The image of the utopian that should appear on the horizon of 
political decisions must also be only temporally universal and “suspect to eventual 
 cancellation” (Lyotard 67). The image must be flexible enough in order to be open for 
reevaluation and change, but concise and clear in the moment it is evoked not to stray 
in the territory of populism where vague allusions substitute vision. Yet the funda-
mental problem of the image and of representation (and in extension of the reproduc-
tion of representation) cannot even be resolved for functionality in this manner.
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Chenglong Zhou 

Mediated Visibility in China: 
The Internet-based “Mutual Visibility Scheme” 

and its Reactive Effect towards Democracy

The effect of mediated visibility nurtured by the development of communicative 
 media in the information era has been studied extensively in recent years. There is now 
much evidence to support the hypothesis that the newly-emerged “media visibility” 
has led to great changes in power relations. A general feature of such changes is that 
the increasing visibility of political leaders in various media is by and large conducive 
to the consolidation of democracy in Western societies. For example, Kalathil and 
Boas (17) conclude that the Internet is inevitably a force for democracy by analyzing 
and generalizing argumentations made by American politicians and political pundits, 
such as President Bush, Secretary of State Colin Powell and members of the Clinton 
administration. Thompson (31–49) argues that people who exercise power are now 
subject to the new kind of visibility due to the computer-mediated media, which has 
become a control entity on power wielding. Although a considerable amount of 
 research has been conducted on this topic, it has covered a very limited range of socie-
ties. Most of the studies are restricted merely to democratic societies, while the effect 
of mediated visibility in authoritarian societies goes largely ignored, which raises ques-
tions of whether the pro-democracy effect of mediated visibility can be adopted to 
 authoritarian societies at all. It is too early to assert that mediated visibility would 
 contribute to democracy and pose a potential threat to authoritarian regimes. 

This research focuses on the Internet-mediated visibility and the cyber control and 
surveillance of China, an authoritarian country. The aims of this paper are to figure 
out potential challenges to China’s authoritarian rules that have arisen from Internet-
based visibility, and what reactive measures have been taken by the Chinese govern-
ment to respond to the challenges so far. Results indicate that even though mediated 
visibility has imposed effective restriction over the power of Chinese political leaders, a 
reactive visibility scheme has also been set up by Chinese authoritarians, under which 
people who disrupt or undermine the carefully calculated image of the leaders, are also 
made visible for political surveillance, or even legal punishment. In this situation, not 
only the political leaders, but the public in China is visible throughout the Internet-
mediated communication – this is what I call “the mutual visibility scheme.” Under 
the scheme, very few people dare to challenge or criticize the leaders publicly on the 
Internet for their wrongdoings – mutual visibility is more of a tool for government 
control than of a threat to the authoritarian regime in China.

The paper is divided into five sections. The first section introduces and discusses 
mediated visibility in Western democratic societies and its catalytic effect towards de-
mocracy. The second section focuses on China, an authoritarian country, and deals 
with challenges to China’s authoritarian rules that have arisen from Internet-mediated 
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visibility. The third part probes into China’s reactive regime against mediated risks, 
that is, cyber censorship and regulation. Given the fact that Chinese Internet users are 
not invisible any longer under cyber censorship and regulation, the fourth part pro-
poses that in China a new form of mediated visibility has been produced – the mutual 
visibility scheme. Under this scheme, the public is to face immediate warning and 
harsh punishment as soon as its “observation” annoys the political leaders, and nobody 
dares publicly to challenge the authority of them. Last but not the least is the conclu-
sion that under the mutual visibility scheme, the public is always more vulnerable than 
political leaders, and mutual visibility is more of tool for government control than of a 
catalyst to democracy in authoritarian countries.

Mediated Visibility in the Western Context

On Friday, January 13, 2018, The Wall Street Journal disclosed that Donald Trump, the 
President of the United States, might have had a sexual relationship with Stephanie 
Clifford, a porn star, just a year after he married his third wife Melania, currently the 
first lady of the US. Moreover, it was also revealed that the US president’s lawyer had 
secretly paid Clifford $130,000 as “hush money” at the critical point of the 2016 ge-
neral election in America (Rothfeld & Palazzolo, “Trump Lawyer”). For some time, 
newspapers, websites, and TV programs within America and across the world covered 
the sexual scandal of the president. Though the White House had strenuously denied 
the allegations, Ms. Clifford was later still invited for talks to ABC’s Good Morning 
America TV show to discuss her affair with Mr. Trump. Afterwards, this scandal 
 evolved into an endless disclosure of Mr. Trump’s disgraceful history – many follow-
ups continued to accuse Mr. Trump of sexual harassment or improperness. Overnight, 
the carefully calculated image of the US president was reduced to a notorious “dude.” 
Mr. Trump’s sexual reputation was finally confirmed by mediated revelation, and years 
of political packaging dissolved into nothing. 

In this new world of mediated visibility, political scandals are not difficult any more 
to leak into the public domain. The public cares about, if it is not delighted to see, 
such scandals, which in a sense imposes public scrutiny over power wielding and 
 morality of the leaders. According to Gustave Le Bon (129), there are only two things 
for the crowd to do – icing the cake and adding fuel to the flames. That is the reason 
why one single political scandal can easily unleash a sequence of further revelations 
that are difficult for the powerful people to deny and control, thanks to the media. 
Once the hidden practices in the darkest corners of the political arena are leaked into 
the flow of communication, they evolve into a spectacle of new political theatre that is 
performed in the world of media, where spatial distance is irrelevant, and communi-
cation becomes more or less instantaneous. Time and space, which used to be two 
 limits on communication, can no longer cause any serious delay of information now, 
particularly due to the rise of the Internet and digital technology. This “de-spatialized 
simultaneity,” as it is termed by Thompson (37), doubtlessly contributes to the over-
whelming influence of computer-mediated visibility, which means political leaders be-
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come visible not only to the co-present others, but also to the distant others. At the 
same time, it also increases complexity of visibility; the flow of audio-visual content 
within the network of communication is open and free to be distorted and dissemina-
ted by more and more Internet users. The nature of the Internet makes it difficult to 
control and check the symbolic content circulating on it. Mediated distortion that is 
available for individuals throughout the Internet, ensures the images of the powerful 
people are not necessarily the ones they wish to see circulated. This new communica-
tive form has an important feature that makes it distinguishable from the previous 
ones, that is, the interaction between the “addresser” and the “addressee” is no longer 
reciprocal. In the case of mass gatherings, a speaker addresses his or her audience face-
to-face, which makes it possible, especially for political leaders, to conduct self-defense, 
value justification, and even crafty sophism. However, the spatial aloofness brought 
about by the Internet has made the addresser more vulnerable to criticism, if not 
 attacks, from his or her addressees, for spatial and temporal aloofness has deprived the 
addresser of the opportunity to argue back. Since the communication is carried out 
non-reciprocally at a distance now, relations of power shift quickly. Because of the uni-
directional nature of vision in the Internet, viewers/listeners are able to see/hear people 
who are filmed or photographed, while the latter cannot see/hear the former. There-
fore, individuals can scrutinize without consequences the behavior and utterance of 
their leaders, the facial expressions, personal appearance, mannerism etc. In other 
words, mediated forms of communication could be used not only to promote and 
 celebrate political leaders, but also to attack and denounce them (Thompson 39). Un-
der this mediated visibility regime, more and more people dare and are able to criticize 
their leaders, distort their image and challenge their authority anonymously, which 
 becomes the reason why mediated visibility is conducive to the consolidation of demo-
cracy in the Western context. 

Challenges to China’s Authoritarianism arisen from  
Internet-Mediated Visibility 

Internet-based visibility also poses a potential risk to authoritarian countries. In China, 
most of the speculation about the Internet’s political effects concerns its impact on the 
generalpublic (Kalathil and Boas 1–6). It is generally believed by democratization 
scholars that public access to the Internet may contribute to a “demonstration effect,” 
which means exposure to free and democratic ideas and images from outside countries 
may spur a revolution of rising expectations, and the eventual subversion of the autho-
ritarian rules (Huntington 160–181; Linz and Stepan 37–52; Schmitter 26–54).  
Moreover, “ideational pluralism” can also be nurtured with the increasing use of 
emails, Internet-based chat rooms, bulletin boards, online forums, and the World 
Wide Web, which can possibly lead to a gradual liberalization of the public sphere in 
authoritarian nations. Because it allows the access to multiple sources of images, news, 
and ideas, some believe the Internet can challenge state hegemony over the distribu-
tion of information and ideologies (Taubman 255–272). 
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During the Mao Zedong era (1949–1976), the media in China were used to serve 
national interests and strengthen state control over public thought (Lee 5). Mao’s 
 regime was thus characterized by vertical control of communication, which formed the 
basis of a top-down media system. Completed by an elite-focused telecommunication 
network, this system discouraged horizontal communication among the mass public 
(Lynch 107–149). This timeworn communication regime has survived more or less 
until today, even though after Deng Xiaoping’s market reform in 1978, the Chinese 
government has largely loosened its grip on media control. In present day China, 
People’s Daily (a newspaper in Chinese), China Daily (a website), Global Times (a 
newspaper in English) and CCTV News (a TV news program) form the mainstream 
media of Chinese government. By “mainstream,” I mean all of them are founded and 
supported financially and politically by the Chinese government and the Communist 
Party of China (CPC), and they are all ideology-oriented media aiming to propagan-
dize communist thought and defend the rule of the CPC; views of that media stand 
for the opinion of the Central Committee of the CPC. Since 1978, there have also 
been side-stream media in China. The 1978 market reform brought about changes, 
not only in the economic sector, but also in the media field. Since then, many foreign 
media outlets, have surged into China, and can “freely” express their views, as long as 
they do not challenge the rules of the CPC, or spread news against Chinese national 
interest. In a sense, a co-existence of domestic and foreign media has become possible 
for the first time since the communist victory in 1949. Particularly with the rise of the 
Internet, various media have become more accessible and convenient for the public, 
which means most media, domestic or foreign, have free gateways throughout the 
 Internet whereby Chinese Internet users can reach information. On the other hand, 
more and more educated, young urban citizens are gaining access to the Internet, and 
are becoming increasingly aware of foreign products, cultures, and political norms 
(Kalathil and Boas 6). At the same time, they can resort to various angles from foreign 
media to view domestic events, rather than simply listen to the mainstream interpre-
tation. On Internet-based forums and on websites focusing on political issues, users 
are better able to circulate new and free ideas, generating discussions not previously 
possible on an international level. As a direct result of participation in these activities, 
Chinese people, as is believed by some observers, will sooner or later place demands 
for political liberalization on the state (Lynch 25–32).

Though Chinese cyber censor system was designed to control and screen disadvan-
tageous information, Internet users in China use what they call “Fanqiang software” to 
slip through the screen and penetrate into outer cyberspace. Fanqiang is a Chinese 
word meaning literally “going over the wall,” whose technical nomenclature is VPN 
(Virtual Private Network), a free web service proxy. Such software is usually not free, 
but it can virtually enable users to wiretap banned websites, such as Facebook, You 
Tube, and Twitter. According to statistics of The Statistics Portal, VPN users in China 
occupy 31 per cent (in 2017) of the overall Internet users (“Leading Markets for VPN” 
par. 1). That is to say, one fifth of the nation’s Internet users now are exposed to rela-
tively free and democratic ideas and discussions from the outer networks. All along, 
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VPN service remains a grey area in Chinese Internet laws. Even though the govern-
ment has been tightening up the control over VPN companies since January 2017  
(“中国下令全面禁止VPN” par. 1–15), VPN constantly brings in ideas and discus-
sions that severely threaten the state’s informational control mechanisms. For example, 
a self-praised democratic and free scholar named Pokong Chen, who used to have a 
Chinese citizenship, but has an American one now, became well-known and influential 
in recent years because of the videos he uploads to You Tube. He is famous for his 
sharp remarks and harsh criticism of Chinese leaders and politics. He has secret chan-
nels to gain classified documents about the history of the CPC and Chinese political 
events, which are all shocking news for Chinese commoners. It is safe to say Chen has 
become an Internet phenomenon in the Chinese context. Looking at the comments 
section of his You Tube videos, one has no difficulties to realize that a great number of 
commentators are in support of Chen’s free and courageous ideas, which even attract 
considerable amount of fans for him. As a result, Chen’s subverting remarks and dis-
closure causes alertness of the Chinese officials. On October 31, 2014, Global Times 
published an article to defame Chen as a “fake Chinese” who likes “revealing the skele-
ton in the closet” and equates him with some right-wing Japanese writers (Xiong par. 
1–17). On the same day, People, a mainstream online medium, also forwarded the 
same article. We have every reason to believe that, with the newly-emerged Internet 
tools like VPN, free and democratic thinking is slowly trickling through the cyber 
screening mechanism. Chinese Internet users are more and more exposed to liberal 
ideas, and what’s more, Chen’s revelation makes Chinese leaders and political “truth” 
more and more visible for the public. In a sense, the ruling authoritarianism of China 
is challenged. 

Reactive Regime: Cyber Censorship and Regulation of China

In order to deal with internet-mediated challenges and consolidate the rule of the 
CPC, the Chinese government has tried to maintain tight control over telecommuni-
cation industry and the public Internet use (Liang and Lu 103). Considering the sin-
gle party-political system and its intense intervention in Internet development, China’s 
censorship and regulation regime of the Internet are organized into a comprehensive, 
multidimensional system that governs Internet infrastructure, commercial, and social 
usage of the Internet as well as legal domains (105). 

As mentioned above, restriction of access to information on the Internet is the pre-
dominant way of control at the infrastructure level. “The Great Firewall” has been 
 established to regulate access and content since 1998, in order to monitor Internet use 
(Liang and Lu 106). Only government approved agencies and businesses are tech-
nically and legally permitted to establish an Internet Interconnecting Network, which 
is called “backbone network,” and to license the operation of an Internet service pro-
vider at the next tier. These networks have to go through international gateways in Bei-
jing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou, which are always under governmental control and 
surveillance (Cheung 1). As to private Internet service providers, they survive only 
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through one of the Internet Interconnecting Networks, which imposes on them “fil-
ters” to screen away undesirable information, such as pornography, distortions of 
 Chinese government and political sensitive issues (Liang and Lu 106). Chinese Inter-
net users, as long as they want to gain access to the Internet, have to register with 
 Internet service providers to stay under surveillance and information control. 

The surveillance and control system is also improved and updated constantly. For 
example, the “Golden Shield” project is one of the three “Golden Projects,” which 
forms part of the “Great Firewall.” It is still functional today and the major function is 
to censor and control Internet information both domestically and globally (Dowell 
111–119). Moreover, in China a special Internet police has been set up to contribute 
to Internet surveillance. In 2008, Anhui became the pilot province to practice the In-
ternet police force and 20 other provinces followed the example later. It was reported 
that more than 300,000 personnel were hired nationwide by the end of 2000 (Ende-
shaw 41–43). The Internet police force is mainly established to supervise Internet 
 activities, materials, and information, and take reactive methods to deal with prohi-
bited Internet behaviors, which have been generally divided into nine categories, con-
cerning information that: 

(1) Is contrary to the basic principles that are laid down in the Constitution, laws, or 
 administration regulations; (2) is seditious to the ruling regime of the state or the system 
of socialism; (3) subverts state power or sabotages the unity of the state; (4) incites ethnic 
hostility or racial discrimination, or disrupts racial unity; (5) spreads rumors or disrupts 
social order; (6) propagates feudal superstitions; disseminates obscenity, pornography,  
or gambling; incites violence, murder, or terror; instigates others to commit offences; (7) 
publicly insults or defames others; (8) harms the reputation or interests of the state; or (9) 
has content prohibited by laws or administrative regulations. (Cheung 13–14)

Under the surveillance of the Internet police, Internet users who seriously violate the 
above-mentioned “rules” are spotted by tracking their private emails or IP addresses, 
decoding Internet accounts that involve private information, and even ordering finan-
cial institutions and online shopping websites to provide customer information, and 
are consequentially punished. For example, Minfeng Zhang, a college graduate who 
wanted to earn easy money, started to circulate pornographic videos and pictures on 
the Internet in order to gain personal interest, and due to the huge amount of illegal 
money, Zhang was arrested in 2007 by the Procuratorate of Hunan, a southern pro-
vince of China (“办网站” par. 1–3). A “Mr. Pang”, who made “improper remarks” 
about the reorganization and readjustment of the public traffic mode in Shaoshan, a 
place of interest in Hubei Province, in a cell phone chat app, was put in custody for 
 seven days in October 2016 (“散播不当言论” par. 1–4). A few Wechat group owners 
were reported to have been put in custody because of “improper remarks” in their 
 Wechat groups on September 11, 2017 (“微信散布不当言论” par. 1–13). Two 
 Wechat users who threatened to “blow up” the Sea Palaces, the venue where Chinese 
leaders usually meet in Beijing, and Tiananmen Square, in a Wechat group were repor-
ted arrested on September 19, 2017 (“微信群里发布不当言论” par. 1). A public 
 servant in Ningxia Province was removed from office because of “improper remarks” 
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and received administrative warning (“一公职人员” par. 1–5). All news reported 
 above reveal a reality of online media use in present-day China – Internet users, 
though nominally anonymous, are not invisible any longer, particularly for their 
 online supervisors and surveillants. To deal with the challenges that have arisen from 
Internet-mediated visibility, the Chinese government has taken a reactive method to 
make all Internet users visible. People who make “improper remarks” on the Internet 
will be immediately detected and put under punishment. Under this mutual visibility 
scheme, both political leaders and the common Internet users are visible, and most 
 Internet users dare not challenge the former’s authority, as they have to face the cold 
machine of the nation once “unproper remarks” are made. 

Mutual Visibility Scheme: no one is invisible any longer

It is generally believed by scholars that mediated visibility contributes to the consolida-
tion of democracy. Because of the uni-directional nature of vision on the Internet, 
 viewers/listeners are able to see/hear political leaders who are filmed or photographed, 
while the latter cannot see/hear the former. More and more individuals dare to scru-
tinize or criticize the behavior and utterances of the leaders anonymously, distort their 
image, and even challenge their authority. The rationale of this hypothesis lies in 
Foucault’s theory: mediated visibility has turned political leaders into inmates in a 
round prison called “panopticon,” where a predominant supervisor is set on the top of 
an observation tower at the center, and every inmate is visible for him (qtd. in Thomp-
son 40). More importantly, the inmates believe they are visible to their supervisor even 
if they are not monitored at every moment, which forces them to behave themselves 
and always act as if they are being observed (ibid 40). In Internet-mediated era, poli-
tical leaders are always subjected to such a state of permanent visibility, which ensures 
automatic functioning of power. However, the mutual visibility scheme, as it has been 
produced by the Chinese government, also makes visible viewers/listeners through 
 effective and functional Internet regulation and surveillance. Individuals who spread 
“improper remarks” or violate Internet laws are soon to be spotted and warned by the 
Chinese Internet police, and even subjected to legal punishment. Because under the 
Internet surveillance and regulation regime, nobody is virtually anonymous anymore; 
by tracking email and IP address, decoding personal account and ordering financial 
 institutions or shopping websites to provide customers’ payment information, every-
one is visible now. Under the threat of cold national machine, people dare not chal-
lenge authoritarianism despite they are unsatisfied with the status quo. In this case, the 
supervisor (the public) in panopticon is also observed or even “stared at” by his inmates 
(political leaders), and both sides are conscious of the situation. What is more, the 
 inmates now have more power to fight back as soon as they feel uncomfortable by 
their supervisor’s observation, which means reactive methods will soon be taken by 
 political leaders to deal with challenges that have arisen from mediated visibility. Not 
only the people who exercise power, but also those over whom power is exercised, are 
subjected to the mutual visibility scheme. Although both parties are under observa-
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tion, the public is always the more vulnerable one who will face immediate and more 
severe punishment as soon as their observation annoys their political leaders. On the 
contrary, public observation of political leaders has no immediate effects, or is not as 
harsh.

Conclusion 

The rising of media visibility has led to great changes in power relations. With political 
leaders becoming more and more visible under the mediated disclosure, a general con-
sensus has been reached by scholars that mediated visibility is conducive to the conso-
lidation of democracy. However, this hypothesis is proposed by scholars who set their 
research mainly in western countries, very few of them focus on authoritarian societies. 
To deal with challenges that have arisen from mediated visibility, China has fabricated 
a mutual visibility scheme to fend off risks. With this scheme, not only political 
 leaders, but also the public is made visible and open to mutual observation. However, 
compared with political leaders, the public is more subjected to this visibility due to 
effective and functional cyber control and surveillance. What is worse, the public is 
 always more vulnerable than political leaders because the former is to face immediate 
warning and harsh punishment as soon as its observation annoys the latter, while 
 public criticism or scrutiny imposes no immediate threat to political leaders. Under 
this regime, no one publicly dares to challenge the authority of political leaders. In 
short, mutual visibility is more of tool for government control than of a catalyst to 
 democracy in authoritarian countries like China. Mediated visibility has the potential 
to contribute to democracy, but due to the unique nature of authoritarian regime, 
 mediated visibility applies a different form and produces different results in authori-
tarian societies. Reactive cyber control and surveillance in Chinese society proves func-
tional and effective in dealing with challenges arisen from mediated visibility by far, 
which provides a temporary balance in power relations, thus avoiding immediate 
 threats to its political regime. But how long this balance is able to be maintained and 
whether the development of new media will pose any new threats to authoritarianism, 
are still questions to be answered. 
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Peter Rosegger

Leading Change

Candor for studying and education are crucial for vitality and common good in a society.

“What you have to know today,” with this imperative the prestigious Hamburg-based 
weekly newspaper Die Zeit titled its issue on August 16, 2018. The subtitle reads:  
“A modern canon consisting of a hundred masterpieces over which an estranged 
 society could come back together in discourse. Join the conversation!” In addition,  
the photo on the cover showed, among other things, a tin drum, Harry Potter, and  
the mouse from the TV program “Sendung mit der Maus.” In the section “chances,” 
different approaches and the possible content of such an educational canon, connected 
the appropriate chances and challenges, were thoroughly discussed.

Canon of Knowledge

In his programmatic, the article connected to the title giving impulse, Thomas 
 Kerstan, who is the correspondent for educational policy for die Zeit, stated there  
is a growing dynamic and complexity in a global and digitalized world. According  
to Kerstan, this leads to a feeling of chaos and complexity, and in particular to a divi-
sion of society. To this diagnosis, he connected his critique on the thesis that in this 
world only “competences” as opposed to “knowledge” would be valuable and sustai n-
able.

In contrast, Thomas Kerstan proposes a canon of various pieces and cultural 
achieve ments as “joint body of knowledge.” Such a canon:

Defines, what is of importance today and what could be of importance tomorrow. It is  
a memory of a nation and describes its being. It is an invitation to the new ones in the 
circle, to make themselves known – and to tell their story in turn, in order to become 
part of a new whole. The canon, it is us, and it being specific and limited does not stand 
in direct contradiction with this. There is a difference whether children train their reading 
competence on Schiller’s Glocke or on the manual of a washing machine. For the social 
discourse, for democracy, a specific canon is of more help than the cloudy prose of the 
ministry of cultural affairs. Of course, one can say: ‘Please capture Politics in its institutio-
nal-official dimension as a system of institutions and rules’ […] But clearer is the 
statement: ‘Read the constitution!’ One can demand nebulous ‘intercultural competen-
ces’– or watch a movie by Faith Akin together. (Kerstan 55)

Strategic management in today’s society faces the challenge of formulating such a 
 canon of knowledge and attitude for an unknown future, and of integrating it into 
normative decisions. This applies both to organizations and their development of 
 human resources, as well as to our democratic society and its political decision-making 
in general. 
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Leadership by Role Models

In the center of all these efforts for a humanely and vitally social canon, stands a habi-
tus, which understands the benefits of education, creativity, and quality-based inno-
vation as meaningful and necessary, and expresses it visibly. The hence related canon 
particularly includes those interdisciplinary and team-oriented areas and abilities, 
which today are believed to be socially relevant in the future, and, thereby, contribute 
to fulfilling the particular tasks in an appropriate and sustainable way. Therefore, it  
can only be adequate and successful if it is guided by principles beyond the short- 
lived  necessities. The same applies to management, or rather, political responsibility 
 altogether. Principles “regulate the quality of task fulfillment and the application of 
tools.” (Malik 2014, 65).

Therefore, future-oriented studying and related change are at the same time guided 
by principle and are market-oriented. They are not violations of daily work, but rather 
conditions for its sustainable success. In his speech from June 25, 2013 on initiatives 
related to climate change, US president Barack Obama, pointed out this complexity of 
social processes and the initiatives for this purpose in economy and society. He said: 
“That means, by the way, that our federal government also has to lead by example” 
(Remarks by President Barack Obama on Climate Change, Georgetown University, 
June 25, 2013).

Barack Obama expressed his conviction that engagement, innovation, and com-
mon good are significantly connected:

I am convinced this is the fight America can, and will, lead in the 21st century. And I’m 
convinced this is a fight that America must lead. But it will require all of us to do our 
part. We’ll need scientists to design new fuels, and we’ll need farmers to grow new fuels. 
We’ll need engineers to devise new technologies, and we’ll need businesses to make and 
sell those technologies. We’ll need workers to operate assembly lines that hum with high-
tech, zero-carbon components, but we’ll also need builders to hammer into place the 
foundations for a new clean energy era. We’re going to need to give special care to people 
and communities that are unsettled by this transition – not just here in the United States 
but around the world. And those of us in positions of responsibility, we’ll need to be less 
concerned with the judgment of special interests and well-connected donors, and more 
concerned with the judgment of posterity. Because you and your children, and your 
children’s children, will have to live with the consequences of our decisions. (Remarks by 
President Barack Obama on Climate Change, Georgetown University, June 25, 2013) 

Football as a Role Model for Organizational Development

For all of this, organizations need inspired and competent employees who can cope 
with the topics of quality, entity, and diversity under today’s conditions in an adequate, 
participative, and proactive manner. The composition of frameworks for an adequate 
handling of the essential resource knowledge, and related development of human 
 resources and the organization on all levels is significant, as it encourages personal ini-
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tiative and engagement in perspective of the whole. Bernhard Görg got to the heart of 
this in the Viennese daily newspaper Der Standard: “We know that excellent emp loy-
ees are seldom convenient employees” (Nimmervoll 12).

Such development of human resources and its realization in everyday life are a 
compression of interdisciplinary thinking, with the aim of encouraging public welfare. 
It is about “a cognitive turning point in strategic thinking, which turns its back onto a 
primary orientation towards a style of expectation which is prescriptive, normative, 
unwilling to learn in order to provide necessary clearance for a knowledge base, the 
ability to learn and the management of context” (Willke 72).

The organizational picture, which promotes such an attitude and effectiveness in a 
changing society, is like a football team. The employees know about purpose and the 
whole of the organization and can apply it in complex situations, autonomously and 
following the rules. Hence, effective interventions of the executives refer primarily to 
changes regarding the rules. The football team as a sustainable organizational pattern 
thereby replaces that of a ship’s crew, which is based on fixed hierarchy, commands, 
and obedience (Malik 2009, 256ff, 291ff).

The endeavor for curiosity in a paradox world for creative ways based on tradition 
and quality, and dealing with the therefore necessary knowledge, have thus always 
been important elements of successful changes, and are consequently significant 
 management tasks in church and society. Successful changes in global society of know-
ledge nowadays can therefore only succeed, if they stay abreast of the old humanist 
principles of interdisciplinarity, contentual quality, and the creative, subsidiary curio-
sity. 

Education and Strategy in the Catholic Church

The gospel of Luke has already touched the risk of future decisions, and the question 
of knowledge necessary for such decisions in the first century AD. In connection to 
the profile of the journey of life and the path of faith, Jesus discusses the necessary 
 endeavor for quality in decisions: “Suppose one of you wants to build a tower. Won’t 
you first sit down and estimate the cost to see if you have enough money to complete 
it? For if you lay the foundation and are not able to finish it, everyone who sees it  
will ridicule you, saying, ‘This person began to build and wasn’t able to finish’” (Lk 14, 
28–30).

On this occasion, the evangelist Luke showed, on an easily comprehensible exam-
ple, that successful changes need diverse knowledge and realistic idealism: “What is the 
purpose of the tower? What should the tower look like? Who will help me? How do  
I build it?” Luke, who himself was a doctor, so to speak, dissects the components of 
quality of a decision. He makes it clear that the acquisition of interdisciplinary know-
ledge and the appropriate handling are relevant for decisions and success in a complex 
world – particularly due to uncertainty regarding an inconceivable future. 

It is a matter of recognizing the always present paradoxes, balancing them in an 
adequate manner and making decisions for an ever-unknown future by means of a 
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strategy. Luke “stresses the ability of Jesus to forge links between heaven and earth, bet-
ween nature and mercy, between the law and gospel. Therefore, Jesus is, according to 
Luke, an exceptional didactic expert of correlations” (Söding 99).

The triad of education, decision and development has always played an impor- 
tant role in Christianity. The apostle Paul was concerned with this tension in regard  
of development and broadcast of the church in a plural and contradictory social 
 environment (Söding 179–203). Thereby, the terms quality, unity, and diversity are  
in the center. The apostle Paul wrote that he would rather say five words of intellect 
“than ten thousand words in a tongue.” (1 Cor 14, 19) A speech in tongues, without 
perception and doctrine, is relative. Rather, everyone in the community should bring 
in their knowledge and abilities. “When you come together, each of you has a hymn 
[…] Everything must be done so that the church may be built up […] For you can  
all prophesy in turn so that everyone may be instructed and encouraged” (1 Cor 14, 
19–26).

Studying and building of the church comprise all its ground enforcement, accord-
ing to Paul: Caritas, church service, confession and community. “Lifelong learning is a 
maxim of Pauline pastoral, as the truth of the gospel is inexhaustible. ‘Everyone’ does 
not mean that all can do everything, but rather that everyone has a specific gift, which 
they can bring in in the life of the church, with their abilities and in their responsibi-
lity” (Söding 182).

Pope Francis – Studying Serves Life

Throughout its long history, the church took an ambivalent stance to the topics of 
quality, unity, and diversity. However, on the whole their cooperative and fundamental 
values are indisputable and gained new impulses, especially from Pope Francis. In 
 order to organize the society in a creative and innovative way, the church has to con-
tribute to:

Initiate processes rather than possessing spaces. Time governs spaces, illuminates them 
and makes them links in a constantly expanding chain, with no possibility of return. 
What we need, then, is to give priority to actions which generate new processes in society 
and engage other persons and groups who can develop them to the point where they bear 
fruit in significant historical events. Without anxiety, but with clear convictions and tena-
city. (EG 223, cited after Pope Francis 251)

Especially in an increasingly dynamic society as ours, knowledge is necessary in order 
to contribute appropriately to humanity and vitality against the background of a 
 reflected catholic belief. Pope Francis makes clarifies: “Faith is not fearful of reason;  
on the contrary, it seeks and trusts reason” (EG 242, cited after Pope Francis 265). The 
Pope and the Second Vatican Council connect this processual, study-oriented thinking 
in a learning organization (see EG 40–45) to their origin and their mission (see EG 
26). On his journey to Latin America in January 2018, he indicated to the members of 
the Catholic University of Santiago de Chile:
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The present culture requires new forms that are suitable of including new parties, who 
help shaping social occurrences and thereby the educational events. It is necessary that the 
acquisition of knowledge enables the interaction between the lecture hall and the wisdom 
of the peoples, who co-design the blessed world […] The close interaction between them 
both prohibits the separation of mind and action, of thinking and feeling, of recognition 
and life, of profession and service. Recognition should always feel to be appointed to  
the duty on life, and confront itself with life in order to advance further. Therefore, the 
educational community cannot be reduced to lecture halls and libraries, but it conti-
nuously has to reach participation […] The educational community maintains a number 
of possibilities and capacities, if it lets itself being enriched and requested by all parties 
who co-design the educational activity. This requires reinforced endeavors in quality and 
in integration. (Speech by Pope Francis on visiting the Catholic University of Santiago de 
Chile, Jan 17, 2018)

“The First Reform has to be the Attitude”

For Pope Francis, the attitude of the Christians is thereby in the center, which gives 
place and meaning to further parameters:

The organizational and structural reforms are secondary; they follow. The first reform  
has to be the attitude. The servants of the gospel have to be capable of warming peo- 
ple’s hearts, to walk with them in the night. They have to be capable of conducting  
a conver sation and of descending into the night, into their darkness, without losing 
themselves. The people of God want shepherds, not officials or clergymen of the state. 
(Spadaro 48f )

One year before his election, in 2013, Pope Francis described the challenges of pastoral 
work, particularly in the urban area. Thereby, he formulated several principles and atti-
tudes which can serve as criteria for successful changes, according to the author espe-
cially in clerical organizations:

1. Successful action in the sense of Christianity requires a substantial and per-
manent connection of theory and practice, of fundamental sense and concrete 
application: “The view of faith grows every time we put his word into prac- 
tice. Contemplation improves better amidst action” (Pope Francis, cited after 
Stadt 35).

2. Successful action happens in an active devotion to humans, also in difficult 
 situations, and in regard of their growth. Taking a close look and careful weig-
hing serves the “renewal in the continuity of a single person, who grows and 
 develops and always stays true to himself ” (Pope Francis, cited after Stadt 36).

3. Successful action leads us out of isolationism, which respects facts but dreads 
those real encounters, and contributes to solidarity: “The faithful, who sees in 
the light of hope, fights the temptation of entrenching behind the wall of one’s 
own desire or curiosity, and to not look precisely. His gaze is not the greedy gaze 
of a journalist, ‘to see what has happened today.’ […] In that sense, the gaze of 
faith is sourdough for the citizen” (Pope Francis, cited after Stadt 38–39).
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Pope Francis turns this logic of faith into a crucial element of his pontificate. This is 
made especially clear in his scripture Amoris Laetitia (2016). There, he states that suc-
cessful clerical action has to follow an appropriate, positive logic which does not regu-
late every situation in an absolutist way, but offers supporting parameters in a noti-
ceable manner, which make concrete actions successful. Successful is, when all people 
grow thus (see AL 296–312) and can learn from one another.

“If we really believe in the abundantly free working of the Holy Spirit, we can learn 
so much from one another! It is not just about being better informed about others, but 
rather about reaping what the Spirit has sown in them, which also meant to be a gift 
for us” (EG 246, cited after Pope Francis 268f ).

The Elisabethinen – Education in a Learning Organization

Such an attitude is a crucial feature of clerical institutions and their service for the 
common good. Their distinctive good is to provide the always necessary professional 
quality with this attitude, which puts the fellow human being in the focus as a person. 
Therefore, clerical educational institutions and health facilities in particular are being 
appreciated by many people and offer this ethos as an enrichment for society. Not only 
it characterizes the professional quality in medicine, nursing, and administration but, 
moreover, the work and service in order hospitals. Hospitals with a Franciscan habitus 
are examples of this. 

These particularly include the convent and hospital of the Elisabethinen in Graz. In 
this, 328 years-old, order hospital, lifelong learning is being supported, particularly  
in the areas of ethics, health, and spirituality based on a reflective Elisabethan-Fran-
ciscan profile. In accordance with the basic idea of lifelong learning, frameworks are 
being supported which enable people to learn from one another and from society in  
a crea tive, and innovative way. Thus, the competence in the area of health can be 
strengthened, and the mission, that the public discourse should remain valid and long-
term, can be fulfilled. Particularly significant are the talents and skills which the 
 employees can bring in beyond their professional qualification.

The charter of the Elisabethinen in Austria stresses this differentiated, integrated 
and forward-thinking attitude of respect, learning and innovation:

In guiding our employees, we seek for a cooperation of sisters and executives on eye level. 
Christian fundamental attitudes, such as trust, sincerity and loyalty, should shape our 
 interactions. We want to have the courage to put disputed problems on the table and dis-
cuss them, and we want to have the humility of discussing them with one another in a 
brotherly manner. Thus, we want to assign meaningful tasks to our employees, promote 
their professional development, encourage their engagement and individual responsibility, 
and offer them a good living space at their workplace. (Charta 23)

Knowledge is the central resource of the future. It decides whether an organization is 
sustainable, and whether its economy will be successful. Its handling, and especially 
the handling of the employees as bearers of knowledge, has fundamental effects on 
 management, interpersonal handling, development of human resources, and organi-
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zation. Klaus North, a professor of international management in Wiesbaden, talks 
about a “new social contact,” which is connected to subsidiarity, trust and manage-
ment as a service in particular (North 121ff). This is a simultaneous aspiration and 
motivation for a successful change in church and society. 
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Paula Morgan

When Ancestral Cosmologies Meet Global Modernity 
in Caribbean Culture

When the worlds of Africa, Asia, Europe, and the Americas collided on the island 
 archipelago and coastal settlements of the Caribbean, they triggered violent and vio-
lating clashes of peoples and cultures, languages and ideologies, cosmologies and faith. 
Explorations of the resultant crises of being and becoming that have occupied the 
 attention of architects and knowledge workers of the emerging new world order have 
not given primacy to matters of faith. Yet the cosmologies of the ancient Amerindians 
and that of every ethnic migrant group that has come to the region have been pivotal 
to the processes of subject formation and to the evolving social order in the Caribbean. 

Modern Caribbean nation states that have emerged out of the crucible generated 
by early experiments of capitalism, supported by mass enforced and voluntary migra-
tions, have grappled with the notion of cultural identity. Its citizens have endured 
what cultural scholar Stuart Hall terms double displacement – dislocation and decen-
tering of the subject from self and from their place in the social and cultural world. 
The examples explored in this chapter demonstrate why Caribbean ontologies pose a 
challenge to Western notions of the subject – the Enlightenment subject; the social 
subject, and the postmodern subject. The Enlightenment subject is configured around 
rationality; consciousness and intentionality are cerebral and individualistic. This 
 notion rooted in liberalism holds individual responsibility, autonomy, and self-suffi-
ciency to be sacrosanct. The social subject is mediated via cultural symbols, values, and 
constructions of meaning. This interactional notion posits that the subject is formed in 
interactions between self and society and the goal is to arrive at harmony and balance 
between subjective value systems and meaning construction and objective being in the 
social and cultural worlds. The post-modern subject inhabits and celebrates the space 
of radical indeterminacy. 

This chapter, while recognizing the fluid and contested nature of subjectivity and 
social identities, demonstrates layering and complexity of Caribbean ontologies. Con-
sider first Stuart Hall’s notion of identity as constructed within plays of “power inclu-
sions and exclusions” constantly being “negotiated and produced” within “specific 
 discursive formations and practices and specific enunciative strategies;” “identities are 
never unified and in late modern times, increasingly fragmented and fractured; never 
singular but multiply constructed across different, often intersected and antagonistic 
discourses, practices and positions. They are subject to a radical historicization and 
constantly in the process of change and transformation” (Questions of Cultural Iden-
tities 4). Where Hall highlights fracture, fragmentation, and fluidity, Wilson Harris 
privileges submerged networks of relations which transcend space and time. He points 
to the subjectivity of the West Indian as a person in the world endued with vast poten-
tialities for subtle interconnection and linkages: “What in my view is remarkable about 
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the West Indian in depth is a sense of subtle links, …. the series of subtle and nebu-
lous links which are latent within him, the latent ground of old and new personalities.” 
Harris, ever aware of ancestral pathways and presences and the need to envision a rea-
lity beyond deterministic cycles of conquest and disempowerment, points to the exis-
tence of “unplumbed depths of inarticulate feeling and unrealized wells of emotion.” 
(135–146)

Cultural Critic Gordon Rohlehr unafraid of allegations of essentialism, references 
the efforts of writers such as George Lamming and Edward Braithwaite to illuminate a 
hidden interior dimension of Caribbean peoples which may yet prove to be accessible 
to creative imaginations: 

These are writers who constantly recognize a sort of interior dimension of the Caribbean 
people. We are really not what we seem to be on the surface. They speak about descen-
ding beneath the surface to some more genuine aspect of self, of identity, of conscious-
ness. I think they try to find ways of depicting what happens and takes shape; what arran-
gements of words capture how we feel when we move beneath the surface to what is 
 locked up inside of us. (15) 

Against these varied notions, and drawing reference to examples drawn from visual 
and scribal culture, this chapter addresses the paradoxical nature of the collision of 
 cosmologies with attendant implications for evolving ontologies and epistemologies. 
Zeroing in on one facet of the region’s complex and divergent modes of being, it 
 demonstrates the manner in which an African derived indigenous cosmology in parti-
cular, with its notions of a numinous, spirit-infused universe has been pivotal to acts of 
resistance and recuperation, has cross fertilized to produce creative syncretism, has 
been incorporated into overarching cultural tropes, and has permeated the world view 
and perceptions of Caribbean peoples of all ethnicities. The chapter concludes with a 
reading of Kei Miller’s The Last Warner Women as exemplary of the manner in which 
ancestral belief systems travel and reinvent themselves as facets of the arsenal against 
racism and depersonalization within contemporary Caribbean diasporic communities. 

The first example is drawn from a body of art created by Kwynn Johnson, for the 
practice-based Ph.D.in Cultural Studies entitled How the Light Enters: Visualizing 
Absence and Continuity in the Jacmelian Ruinscape. The drawing1 were created 
over a three-year period as an act of secondary witnessing to trauma generated by the 
Haitian earthquake 20102. Johnson produced these drawings in open air on location 
in Jacmel Haiti where she immersed herself in the banalities of survival and transcen-
dence within a lived ruinscape. During eight field visits, she lived among, interacted 
with people in the street, and shared their difficulties of accessing services and imple-
menting practical strategies for overcoming basic life challenges.

 1 The drawings were shown both in Trinidad as a dissertation exhibition and in Jacmel Haiti in 2013. The 
latter was intended to garner the response of the Jacmelians to the representation of their environment 
as a lived ruinscape.

 2 The 2010 Haitian Earthquake led to the deaths of some 300,000 persons, rendered 2 million homeless 
and impacted the lives of over 3 million.
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Figure 1 Dissertation Exhibition comprises twenty 2 by 3 foot graphite drawings on vellum, 
mounted between sheets of perspex, suspended from free-standing wooden door frames and 
lit by spot-lights with yellow gels. The display/installation included intermittent spurts of 
“fog” from machines in the gallery space. 

Figure 2 drawing by Kwynn Johnson (under fair use for educational purposes)

The drawings (see Fig. 2, 3, and 4) represent persons balancing themselves and objects 
on their heads as if daily life becomes a tightrope walk which can be negotiated only 
with extreme skill and at extreme risk. Resolutely engaged in moving on with the busi-
ness of life, the majority of the figures are in motion often moving away from the 
 viewer as if escaping representational fixity, escaping the gaze of the other and the 
 attendant essentialisms, embracing agency and mobility despite the paralyzing impact 
of the trauma. This body of work, is in dialogue with the plethora of post-earthquake 
images, the majority of which cast Haitians in a negative mendicant light as passive 
victims. Johnson sought a visual grammar for capturing energies which flow beneath 
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Figure 3 drawing by Kwynn Johnson (under fair use for educational purposes)

Figure 4 drawing by Kwynn Johnson (under fair use for educational purposes)

2019_0096_innenteil_DRUCK.indd   160 12.12.19   11:07



161

the surface of the reality; the illumination which penetrates the darkness. She looks 
beyond mountains of rubble, the despair, hopelessness, loss, and grief to grapple with 
the life force of the survivors, the potentialities for transcendence, and the ghostly 
 absent presence of those who lost their lives. 

Of primary significance for this enquiry is the choice to envision and represent the 
interface of the living and dead who have recently joined the ancestors. African cosmo-
logies define community as comprising the unborn, the living, and the dead. Commu-
nal well-being depends on the maintenance of balance and harmony between all three 
groups. Ancestors are perceived as possessing the power to safeguard and benefit fami-
lies and communities and conversely to perpetrate mischief. Ancestral veneration  
is predicated on the notion that the ancestors spatially coexist with the living and are 
influential in daily affairs.

Spectrality becomes a key element of Johnson’s work. The issue was how best to 
 represent the interface between the built, human, and spectral elements which cohabit 
the same landscape. The selection of graphite on vellum reflects fragility, the entrance 
of light, the haunting sense of otherworldliness which Johnson represents as integral  
to daily life in this lived ruinscape. The absence of color within the context of bril-
liantly colored traditional Haitian art and aesthetics generates defamiliarization which 
constrains closer scrutiny and a nudge towards a different vision. The sense of the spec-
tral is also enhanced by locational choices which blur the distinction between the 
 living and the dead. Persons figured in unlikely places and positions could just as 
 readily be actual or spectral presences. Their domains seamlessly coexist, within a 
crumbling imbricated intricate built landscape which is rendered faithfully and in 
 minute detail from filigreed wrought iron railings to crumbling stone enclosures, 
 lending a sense of situatedness. The drawings point to the precious heritage that was 
threatened and or lost, in this city which has been designated a world heritage site. 
Johnson also grapples with how to convey the subtlety of trauma and loss as imbibed 
and carried within the living. The coexistence of absence and continuity is represented 
in people carrying out their routine and ordinary activities in the ruinscape. Persistent 
shadowy presences impinge gradually from representation to representation, conveying 
the sense that they are all still here. Moreover the expanses of white spaces in the colla-
ges creates a sense of void and emptiness. 

In producing this body of work, attention was paid to the ethics of secondary 
 witnessing and modalities of entering respectfully into other person’s trauma.3 
Johnson’s artistry projects participation in an empowering and transcendent world 
view and cosmology. In the process, she argues effectively against notions of Haitian 
exceptionalism by framing the Haitian disaster and artistic responses to the same 

 3 Apart from the process of living among and producing art with member of the Jacmelain collective, 
Johnson produced a powerful example of learning through narrative enquiry in her reflective record 
 entitled “Notes on Walking in a Lived Ruinscape”’ The reflection powerfully documents a learning pro-
cess steeped in appreciation of peoples and places. Indeed Johnson recounts her experiences of stepping 
into ancient apothecary shops and internal gardens as spinning backwards into time in order to imagine 
the lived histories which are imbricated in layers like a palimpsest. 
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within the broader framework of visual memorializing of contemporary disasters. Ad-
ditionally, she represents the working persons in the street as energized survivors who 
are backing the viewer and resolutely engaging the exigencies of everyday life. This she 
identifies as the locus of recovery in the post-earthquake ruinscape – not aid workers, 
not the state authorities, not multinational funding. 

In “The Trope of the Ancestor” Oyeniyi lists the ways in which ancestral conscious-
ness – notions of interface between the living and the dead permeate contemporary 
poetry in the black world. He indicates that it has been redeployed to reflect a longing 
for “spiritual reunion with a lost spiritual essence” in exilic scenarios. It also follows the 
conventions of praise poetry which banishes evildoers from ancestral space and in the 
African diaspora. Thirdly and most significantly, it valorizes instead retrieved inspira-
tional historical figures, even at the expense of filial relationships (3). In this related 
 endeavor, Johnson seeking an empowering representation and hope for the restoration 
of community, presents the spectral presences of those who perished as transcendent, 
coexistent, and colabouring with the living in the act of restoration. When asked to 
 explain this choice, she stated simply – in post-earthquake Jacmel, the spirits of the 
dead had not departed; their absent presences were everywhere. 

The valorization of the secular and the scientific in modernist discourses were vital 
facets of the Western cosmology – beliefs, knowledge, values, and social enactments 
and practices which relegated emerging New World societies along with the entire so 
called third world to the backwaters of time and margins of history. Ideological war 
was waged against peoples for whom spiritual cosmologies were integral to every aspect 
of their lives. Their notions of the existence and operation of spirit beings, the exis-
tence and nature of life after death, the destiny of humans beyond the grave, the inter-
face between the living and the dead were seen as particularly backward and retrogres-
sive and in large part responsible for the incapacity of the people groups and their 
 societies to flourish and progress. Indeed, explanations for their inability to join the 
merry march of progress foregrounded cosmological matters and obscured the impact 
of social and economic injustices engineered and imposed by imperial and neo-impe-
rial strategies. It was preferable to perceive of non-Western societies including the new 
nations of the Caribbean as mired in superstition and irrationality, poverty and under-
development, savagery and most of all, severely retarded in terms of negotiating 
 pathways toward global capitalism. 

Parallel to this denigration was the promotion of modernity discourses designed to 
buttress Euro-American ideological hegemony over the future by the imposition of its 
ideologies, hegemonies, and socio-cultural practices all of which valorize capitalist 
 paradigms as its holy grail. Adopting a temporal paradigm which has now come under 
scrutiny, third world societies were seen as migrating towards enviable first world 
 status. In “Spectres of the Third World: Global Modernity and the End of the Three 
Worlds” Arif Derlik argues that the shift from modernity to globalization discourses 
has spatialized temporal notions and teleologies of the technological, scientific, and 
 rational realm unfettered by religion and ideology. Even as the First world continues to 
expand, its ideological underpinnings and spatial borders are under threat from the 
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enemy outside and within. The second, that is the communist and socialist worlds 
were perceived as rational and sophisticated but contaminated by ideological alle-
giance. This world is now effectively dissolved leaving no substantial obstacle to the 
political maneuvers and sociocultural paradigms which promoted the globalization of 
capitalist modernity. The Third World, comprising non-Western societies was envi-
sioned as mired in superstition and irrationality, poverty and underdevelopment, sava-
gery and ungovernability. Most of all, this entity was perceived as severely retarded in 
terms of negotiating pathways towards capitalist modernity and First world status. The 
boundaries of the third worlds have now shifted with some of its citizens functioning 
as members of a global class with facilitates first world intrusions into their societies. 
Also, mass migration of its citizens into metropolitan cities, which the Jamaican poet 
Louise Bennet terms “colonization in reverse”, has also introduced third world enclaves 
within the metropoles. 

The second example engages literary evocation of grim outcomes of migrations 
when cosmological confrontations erupt within alien and alienating metropolitan 
 centers. Kei Miller indicates that the seeds that grew into The Last Warner Woman 
 dated back to the period of his study in Manchester, where he heard a Jamaican 
 woman crying hell and damnation on the streets. This incident stirred thoughts of 
home where she would have been clearly recognized as a warner woman. In the British 
context, his classmates interpreted her as a crazy menace. This dovetails with his recall 
that the highest incidence of schizophrenia in England is recorded among West Indian 
immigrant women. So, Miller muses, were these women really insane or were they 
 misunderstood in England. Or were they really crazy and did Jamaica mask their crazi-
ness (http://www.youtube.com/watch?V=mm7PWGsAgg). The seed of the narrative 
encapsulates issues of pathological racialized identity, conflicting cosmologies, fluid 
subjectivities, and travelling ontologies as they interface with a quest for mother and 
motherland

The text probes troubling issues. In relation to spatiality, what happens to the sub-
ject unaccommodated at home, where legacies of colonialism including persistent 
 interlocking strictures of racism and classism, condemn one to lifelong poverty and 
 denigration? What is the fate of the subject in motion when migration takes one to a 
physically, culturally, and spiritually cold and alien space? Can evolving cosmologies 
and ontologies rooted in African retentions, mediated through the body and grounded 
experientially in mystical spirituality and social responsibility survive in metropolitan, 
skeptical and materialist environments? 

For the protagonist, the world at home despite its familiarity, warmth, and comfort 
is also replete with peril. The text which resonates numerous female-authored evoca-
tions of this psychosocial terrain, figures women as made vulnerable in domestic and 
national contexts by their sexual and reproductive capacities. This includes women 
 widely recognized as fearsome spiritual mothers empowered because of their ritual 
practices and divine connections. Adamine Portious is called away from her in a lepro-
sarium to become a powerful prophetess known as a Warner Woman in a revivalist 
movement. She loves powerful revival leader Captain Lucas who initiates the sexual 
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contact that takes her virginity, and yet, intimidated by the fulsome passion of her 
 response, beats her in the revival meeting for her sluttish behavior. Frustrated at on-
going poverty which no amount of hard work would alleviate, she decides to enter an 
arranged marriage with a man she has never met in order to migrate to England. Her 
husband subsequently beats her regularly because his “soft man parts” give him a heavy 
hand. Finally, in solitary confinement incarcerated in the mental hospital for which the 
listed cause of incarceration is West Indian, she is subject to brutal rape by a man she 
calls “Satan” the father of her child whose mother loss drives the plot of the novel. 
Miller’s respected and feared warner woman who channels divine power to warn and 
to call judgement on a nation, tolerates sexual abuse and violence because it seems 
 normative and because they do not assume that the divinities they serve are vested in 
freeing them from domestic oppressions. The women bear in their bodies the psychic 
laceration of diseased men in a dysfunctional social order. 

The movement is gendered in significant ways. As powerful a healer and leader as 
Captain Lucas may be, warning is woman’s work within the narrative and within  
the Caribbean imaginary. Mounted by Legba the androgynous god of the crossroads, 
Adamine is subjected to terrible compulsion to give warning. In “Something Ancestral 
Recaptured” Carolyn Cooper indicates “as a metaphor of spirit possession double sig-
nifies both the dislocation and rearticulation of Afro-centric culture in the Americas; 
divine possession mirrors its submissive other- zombification- than diabolical owning 
of the enslaved in the material world” (64). Cooper argues in favor of a validation of 
identity which is accomplished through “reappropriating devalued folk wisdom” – that 
body of subterranean knowledge that is openly associated with the silenced language of 
woman and the primitiveness of orally transmuted knowledge (65). 

The visceral energies of danced religions provide a modality for negotiating other 
worlds in which the human is not devalued based on externalities. The whirling dis-
turbs spatial environments; the wailing and crying alters sound waves; together these 
disruptions create fissures and then pathways through which spirits impart alternative 
knowledge which then is channeled through the bodily enactments and ritualized 
speech of the warner women known as spiritual mothers. Yet the evocation of the 
 Revival is paradoxical and contradictory and at time seasoned with dashes of skep-
ticism. Stylized representations as symbolized by writer man’s print of ritual dancing 
are bright and beautiful; eroticized and idealized as opposed to being reflective of  
far more grim and mundane realities. In keeping with the narrative insistence on 
multi plicity of ways of viewing any reality, the evocation of the Revival is subject to 
statements which are quickly undermined by alternatives to faith. The famed incident 
of the warner woman’s speaking a warrant on the driver who promptly proceeds to 
drive a bus full of school children over a bridge is followed in Ada’s explanations  
of why “it never need God to make people know the bus was going to crash” (140) 
 Indeed the title of the text and thrust of the narrative is on the supplanting of ritual 
practice by the act of warning. 

The Warner Woman whose naming and identity hinges first and foremost on her 
powerful spiritual and societal purpose is balanced by that of Writer Man. His task is 
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to seek out and present a cross gendered construction of submerged women’s history of 
their role in the revival movement, its interface with the national project, their migra-
tory pathways and the discontents of their exile to Britain. Writer Man is in pursuit  
of submerged lost personal and social histories as avidly as he is seeking connectivity  
to his mother. Indeed, the text is an explication of methodologies and challenges of 
constructing such a project. Secondary to the roles of warner woman and writer man, 
are the roles of mother and son grappling with their positionality in relation to the 
ancestral mother land and to the land of their actual or symbolic exile. 

Writer man becomes then a redemption force on multiple levels. Indeed, Adamine 
paradoxically questions whether this white-skinned, green-eyed man could perchance 
be the Christ. As a mulatto who rejects Eurocentric prescriptions, seeks and restores 
his lost mother, and claims his African ancestry, he is a deliverer and a foil to the 
 mullatto son, hater, and rapist who reacts to self-denigration by raping his half-sister in 
the cane field. As son of a brutal rapist he offers pure generous love to his mother, 
thus, ameliorating the conditions of his birth. He redeems his mother’s calling by suc-
cessful therapeutic intervention. As son of a rejected warner woman he becomes her 
healer, lifting her out of her private hell into peace. The piecing together of the narra-
tive empowers her to recognize the good that she has done. She alleviates mother/ 
child loss. By calling to life her child born blue and beautiful, but quite dead, she  
ameliorates the curses of the enslaved and their progeny who by word and deed deli-
vered their children into death. The polyvocal narrative becomes a collaborative work 
of reconstructing personal and societal and subcultural group history which lends indi-
vidual and collective meaning and healing.

Miller joins a host of other creative writers who locate migration of therapeutic di-
mension of African ritual practices to other avenues and activities. Ella O’ Grady of 
Erna Brodber Myal becomes a teacher in her quest to liberate children from mental 
slavery. Indeed, Brodber deploys numerous works of fiction intended to teach the pro-
geny of those who awoke from a nightmarish journey to on the shore of the new Work 
to enter into “the free.” At the end of Lovelace’s Wine of Astonishment, the visceral 
energies of the Spiritual Baptist migrate to the steel drum. And the writer man de-
clared in a statement which ruptures spatial, linguistic and gender boundaries: 

The Warner People is still here, Mama. We is still here. Seers. Prophets. Forecasters of 
Earthquakes. We is here. But things is different now. We been writing a hole heap of 
books …they buy the things we write … And plenty times they don’t know that all of 
these things they been reading was not no novel, was not no poem, was not no history 
book. It was a simple warning. Mama, plenty people in this world have ears but they 
don’t know how to hear. And plenty of them have ears, but they don’t know how to see. 
(272) 

In conclusion, cosmologies are pivotal to human societies. They encapsulate norms, 
craft group identities, shape interface between the individual, the community, and 
broader human society. They locate persons within natural and supernatural universes. 
This chapter argues that Caribbean writers and thinkers, while grappling with legacies 
of the traumatic collisions of worlds, are throwing out a challenge. Their creative works 
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are drawing from a fluid repertoire of indigenous reconfigurations of African derived 
cosmologies. In concert, these works are indicating that nascent Caribbean social 
 orders, as well as modern and post-industrial orders cannot continue to practice era-
sure and amnesia; the impact of the reduction and commoditization of racialized 
 human person to units of production and consumption cannot create a just and 
 viable, prosperous and harmonious global order. The natural world groans under 
 rampant disregard for ecological responsibility and balance. It erupts in chaos, uphea-
val and threatens extinction. And ancestral spirits, who believers insist travel in and 
manifest in the bodies and souls of their companionate humans threaten hell and 
damnation – indeed they arguably manifest within contemporary social orders as 
 malignant, vengeful duppies of history which are wreaking havoc worldwide. Western 
world views slowly migrate away from notions of an assimilated modern global civi-
lization dedicated to secular progressivism, as understanding dawns that fundamental 
reconfiguration of its ideologies and hierarchies are required to support the pursuit of 
conviviality and sociality across cultures and the quest for ground and groundation of 
a common humanity. 
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Allison O. Ramsay

Calypso, Soca and Mediating Change: 
Perspectives from the Anglophone Caribbean

Although the only constant in life is change, societies seek to create structures and 
 regulations as a means of providing stability and rule. This is evident in nation build-
ing and regional integration attempts of the British West Indies since the mid-twen-
tieth century. The Caribbean is a space that is shaped by cultural diversity. Music plays 
an important role in the lives of the people of the Anglophone Caribbean. Calypso, 
soca, reggae, and dancehall are predominant forms of music found in the British West 
Indies and are the most popular cultural expressions of its people. This paper focuses 
on mediating change in the post-colonial Anglophone Caribbean from a cultural lens, 
by examining the art forms calypso and soca. The discussion primarily focuses on Bar-
bados and Trinidad and offers an analysis of extracts of selected lyrics that explore 
 patriotism and regional integration in a discussion of the Caribbean mediating change 
as independent nation states and as a region.

Contextualizing the Caribbean

The Caribbean, which was home to the indigenous people prior to the arrival of Euro-
peans in the fifteenth century, was transformed into a diaspora of migrants from the 
Old World in the New World. Europeans such as the Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, 
English and French colonized the Americas and established colonial rule. For Spain, 
the New World was a source of acquiring gold and silver to add to its treasury. 
Through the encomienda system, Spain exploited the indigenous people and caused 
their decimation. 

However, with the decline of Spain’s dominance and the rise of other European 
 powers, particularly from the seventeenth century, islands in the West Indies became 
settler colonies where cash crops such as tobacco, cotton, and indigo were produced by 
white indentured servants from Europe. The advent of sugar cane as a more lucrative 
cash crop was facilitated through the sugar revolution in Barbados in the mid-seven-
teenth century, subsequently, British and French colonies changed drastically to socie-
ties and economies based on sugar and slavery. As a result of a rise of profits seen 
through sugar production, there was an increase in the trading of enslaved Africans, 
 facilitated primarily through the trans-Atlantic slave trade. For Britain, this trade pro-
vided “triple stimulus” to British industry. Consequently, “the West Indian islands 
 became the hub of the British Empire” (Williams Capitalism and Slavery 52–53). 

“The eighteenth century was born in the glory that was sugar” (Williams From 
 Columbus to Castro 121). Subsequently, societies during the period of African ensla ve-
ment were defined by social hierarchies based on race, color, class and gender, which 
have continued to affect the region centuries later economically, politically and socially. 
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The migration of Europeans, Africans and Asians who were tied primarily to the legacy 
of sugar production also diversified the Caribbean, culturally. In the post-emancipa-
tion period, Indian indentured labor was substantial and predominated in Trinidad 
and British Guiana. The Chinese also migrated to places such as Jamaica, Cuba, 
 British Guiana, and Trinidad. Migration into the region continued with the Portu-
guese, Syrians and Lebanese in the post-emancipation period. Intra-regional migration 
from Grenada, Barbados, St. Kitts, Antigua, for example, to British Guiana and Trini-
dad also occurred during this era. These migratory waves all influenced cultural diver-
sity in the Caribbean under colonial rule (Moore); (Looklai).

Predominately from the 1960s, some of these colonies ruled by Britain became 
 independent. Attempts by the formerly colonized were made to create structures nation-
ally using the democratic system of the Westminster model inherited from the British 
to govern these countries. Creating nations and nation states, and national identities 
became the focus of former West Indian colonies into the 1980s. Nonetheless, what 
has remained constant and yet transformative is the fluidity of identities which have 
been produced and reproduced, challenged and negotiated due a history of colonia-
lism and its effects in the post-colonial era. It is this contested heritage influenced by 
various migratory waves into and within the Caribbean over several centuries that  
has re/created cultural expressions that re/present the mutability of identities of this re-
gion. Negotiation and resistance are evident in the intangible cultural heritage of the 
Caribbean. As Nettleford points out:

Cultural identity in the Caribbean is shaped by the encounter of Africa and Europe on 
foreign soil and these in turn with the indigenous Native Americans on their long-tenan-
ted estates and all in turn with later arrivants from Asia and the Middle East, has resulted 
in a culture of texture and diversity held together by a dynamic creativity severally descri-
bed as creative chaos, stable disequilibrium or cultural pluralism (12). 

Indeed, “[…] everybody in the Caribbean comes from somewhere else … their true 
 cultures, the places they really come from, the traditions that really formed them, are 
somewhere else” (Hall 27).

Independence and Regional Integration

In the early twentieth century Caribbean, the only three independent countries were 
Haiti, the Dominican Republic, and Cuba. “In 1958, it was hoped that Federation 
would be the instrument through which the British Caribbean colonies would achieve 
political independence” (Williams From Columbus 508). Former colonies such as 
 Jamaica, Trinidad, Guyana, and Barbados all gained independence from England in 
the 1960s after the West Indies Federation failed due to a combination of reasons such 
as island insularity. Decolonization continued into the 1970s and 1980s in the British 
West Indies, leading to former colonies of Britain becoming self-governing.

However, “at the close of the nineteenth century the Caribbean had not yet been 
invented. The nation state was very much a privilege of the imperial power” (Girvan 
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18). Nonetheless, the concept of the “Caribbean” has allowed for former British colo-
nies that gained independence to seek to achieve a goal for regional integration/co-
operation. In the post-independence era, efforts were made to pursue solidarity and a 
regional identity that did not exist formally before, and to create political and eco-
nomic structures that promoted a shared vision. Some of these bodies include the 
 following: the Organization of Eastern Caribbean States (OECS), the Caribbean 
Community and Common Market (CARICOM), Caribbean Single Market and Eco-
nomy (CSME), and the Caribbean Free Trade Association (CARIFTA). Institutions 
such as the University of the West Indies (UWI), the main tertiary institution of this 
region and the Caribbean Development Bank (CDB) were also founded. In the twen-
ty-first century, the Caribbean Court of Justice (CCJ) and the CARICOM Repara-
tions Commission, respectively were founded to provide a position for the region on 
judicial matters and the issue of reparations from former colonial powers. 

However, regional projects have been challenged by issues confronting countries  
at a national level of governance and political legitimacy, some of which are based on 
ethnic and class conflict (Girvan 16). In spite of successes and failures to mediate 
change as nations and as a region through these regional bodies and institutions, histo-
rical experiences and cultural traditions that are the specific roots of identity that sur-
vived colonialism, are the echoes in which the fluidity of identities have been mani-
fested and remain visible in the West Indies. In Burke’s words, “It is generally agreed 
that the historical processes that created the modern Caribbean have also given birth 
to a personality that is uniquely West Indian, one that is inherently fluid, adaptable 
and highly open to an ongoing process of de/reconstruction and re/formation” (106).

Intangible Cultural Heritage of the Caribbean: Calypso and Soca

Oral expression such as music and festive events, namely, festivals and carnivals, are 
 aspects of intangible cultural heritage that challenge and negotiate the hegemonic 
 order. Intangible cultural heritage “is broadly defined in terms of oral traditions, ex-
pressive culture, the social practices, ephemeral aesthetic manifestations, and forms of 
knowledge carried and transmitted within cultural communities” (Kurin 10). With 
 regard to music, “the imprint of African music is evident in Caribbean musical types 
and emphases. Rhythm is a dominant feature of Caribbean music” (Warner-Lewis 
557). To a significant extent, “African-derived elements in Caribbean music provided 
much of what has distinguished it and made it internationally famous” intrinsically 
connected to its “emphasis on rhythm” (Manuel 6). These genres include folk, salsa, 
ska, reggae, merengue, dancehall, zouk, soca, and calypso. 

Known as an African-based art form that developed in the West Indies, calypso also 
spelt in the form of cariso, and kaiso, is “a popular satirical song in rhymed verse …
commenting on any recognized figures or aspects of Caribbean social life …” (All- 
sopp 131) “The calypso or kaiso is a didactic song that employs various literary tech-
niques to tell a story, and generally reflects the socio-political conscience of the society” 
(Burke 149). Furthermore, “many calypsoes commented on local and international 
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events others dealt with the relations between the sexes” (Brereton 224). The term 
 calypso also refers to “the composition and performance of these topical songs as a 
competitive professional art.” 

Calypso is performed by a calypsonian, “a competitive professional singer of calyp-
soes,” (Allsopp 131) usually under a sobriquet. Calypsonians can be male or female 
but traditionally the majority are male. They use satire, double entendre, and call and 
response to communicate to audiences. It is usually sung in the “nation language,” that 
is, the local creole or dialect of the country’s practitioners. Calypsonians perform in 
 calypso tents and in calypso competitions. “Calypso emerged in its modern form 
around the turn of the [twentieth] century, with lyrics in English accompanied by 
 European musical instruments like the flute, guitar, cuatro, and bass” (Brereton 224). 
Form, tempo, instrumentation, melodic contours and rhythmic complex of calypso 
have changed over time. This type of music was not specific only to Trinidad, elements 
of calypso existed across the British West Indies due to the migratory nature of slave 
society and beyond emancipation in 1838.

Calypso became the site where the politics of national representation were elabo-
rated. In Trinidad, “traditionally calypso was used to attack injustice and pull down the 
mighty, and this tendency was especially strong in the 1930s and 1940s, when singers 
assailed colonialism and the sins of officialdom” (Brereton 224). In Trinidad and 
 Tobago, calypso music became increasingly popular from the Second World War on.  
A pro-nationalist movement continued through the 1940s and 1950s from the  
voice of calypsonians (Regis 198). Between 1957 and 1962, “Afro-Trinidadian calyp-
sonians … championed [Dr. Eric] Williams’ policies and politics. 1956 was the year of 
the electoral victory of the People’s National Movement (PNM), a political party of 
nationalists led by Williams at that time” (Regis 198). 

In Trinidad and Tobago, calypso to some extent was acknowledged as the “voice of 
independence and this thinking was duly institutionalized in the calypso competition 
which formed part of its grand independence celebrations” (Regis 198). The first inde-
pendence competition in Trinidad occurred in August 1962. One hundred and eighty 
individuals entered, including major exponents of calypso at the time. Lord Brynner 
won the competition with the song, “Trinidad and Tobago Independence.” The 
 Mighty Sparrow, Nap Heburn and the Mighty Bomber earned second, third and 
fourth places, respectively. “The other eight finalists “Lord Pretender, The Hawk, 
Mighty Power, Mighty Dougla, Lord Cristo, Chang Kai Chek, Mighty Striker and 
Lazy Harrow” were chosen from a field of 35.” (N.e. Khan) “…The corpus of calyp-
soes performed at that inaugural competition constitutes the best representation of the 
sense of euphoria and optimism that lifted the nation in 1962” (Regis 199–200).

In Trinidad, “in the aftermath of independence, the sound(ings) of calypso became 
an important site in which to articulate received notions of modernity, authenticity, 
originality, and “cultural” dependence” (Guillabt 136). Moreover, “by the 1950s, 
 Trinidadian calypso was disseminated to other islands through performance and inst-
ruction” (Guilbault 23). This contributed to this art form becoming a staple of festivals 
across the West Indies and its Diaspora in England, Canada, and New York. 
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Changes in calypso are not the exception but the norm. Calypso and its musical 
offshoots have been transformed in many different ways such as language, arrange-
ment, and instrumentation. This tradition is not something that is fixed and stable. 
Calypso is the precursor of soca which evolved in the 1970s in Trinidad and Tobago 
(Guilbault 172–73). Soca with its emphasis on party rhythms has been defined as 
 music to “jam and wine” and has been deemed as “non-political”. It has become in-
trinsic to Trinidad Carnival since that era and the many festivals/carnivals of the region 
and its diaspora. 

In Trinidad and Tobago, experimentations with soca continued which reflect its 
multi-ethnic society, demonstrating how this society mediates change over time 
through music. These hybrid genres include soca and parang1 that has produced 
 parang soca/soca parang, highlighting Trinidad’s Spanish heritage. Fusions of chutney2 
and soca created chutney soca, which further celebrates the rhythms of India. Since the 
1980s, “soca, ragga soca, chutney soca have radically altered the Carnival music scene” 
of Trinidad (Guilbault 201). There is also groovy soca and power soca. Groovy soca 
 focuses on melody in soca over mid-tempo soca rhythms. Infusions from other genres 
such as zouk, ragga soca, and R&B may be included. Power soca refers to a faster pace 
of calypso music. Bashment soca in Barbados is considered a hybrid between soca and 
dancehall. It was popularized further in the twenty-first century.

Calypso and Mediating Change: Regional Unity 

The lyrics sung by calypsonians and soca artistes narrate what occurs in Anglophone 
Caribbean societies. Calypso has been able to capture the relationship between the 
 colonizer and the colonized through several socio-cultural practices such as the sport  
of cricket, one of the favoured past times of the people of the British West Indies. 
 Cricket was brought to the West Indies in the nineteenth century and became an 
 extension of British colonialism. Its development in the West Indies provides a narra-
tive of a colonial history. Some of which has been captured and narrated through mu-
sic. This is evident in Lord Beginner’s calypso “Cricket Lovely Cricket,” which told the 
story of “a moment of liberation for the West Indian--a conquest in the nascent anti-
colonial struggle.” (Beckles, The Development of West Indies Cricket: Vol. 2 The Age of 
Globali zation 46) In 1950, West Indians defeated England, at the cricket grounds at 
Lord’s. It was the West Indies first Test victory against England on their turf. In his 
song, Lord Beginner portrayed the important role of the bowlers Ramadhin and 
 Valentine and captured the reaction and joy of the West Indians who attended this vic-
torious match. This scene at Lord’s was, as Lord Beginner states, “bound to go down in 
history.”

 1 Parang is “a Trinidadian Christmas-season song and dance genre, of Venezuelan derivation (from  Spanish, 
parranda-“spree, party.”

 2 Chutney is “a light, fast Indo-Caribbean song and dance in modernized Indian folk style.” 
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Lord Beginner’s “Cricket Lovely Cricket”
At Lord’s where I saw it,
Yardley tried his best,
Goddard won the Test,
They gave the crowd plenty fun,
The second Test and West Indies won,
With those little pals of mine,
Ramadhin and Valentine.
West Indies was feeling homely,
Their audience had them happy.
When Washbrook’s century had ended,
West Indies voices all blended.
Hats went in the air.
They jumped and shouted without fear;
So at Lord’s was the scenery
Bound to go down in history.
Chorus: After all was said and done
Second Test and the West Indies won! (N. Khan)

Calypsonians have penned several cricket calypsoes over time due to the fact that 
 calypso and cricket go hand in hand with West Indian culture. Though originated in a 
history of colonialism, cricket from the 1960s transformed into a sport that purported 
regionalism. Cricket can be considered as one of main forces of regional identity. 
Trinidad’s David Rudder’s ‘Rally Round the West Indies’ has held anthem like status 
for West Indies cricket since it was penned in 1987. It calls for constant support of the 
West Indies team in good times or bad. 

David Rudder’s Rally Round the West Indies3

As long as we
Rally … rally round the West Indies
Now and forever
Rally … rally round the West Indies
Never say never
Pretty soon the runs are going to flow like water
Bringing so much joy to every son and daughter
Say we’re going to rise again like a raging fire
As the sun shines you know we gonna take it higher
We got to
Rally … rally round the West Indies
Now and forever
Rally … rally round the West Indies

 3 (http://islandlyrics.com/lyrics-david_rudder-rally_round_the_west_indies.htm)
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While some calypsoes celebrated the success of regional unity through cricket, other 
calypsonians called for accountability and more to be done for regional integration to 
be truly realized. And so, Barbados’ The Mighty Gabby examines the “West Indian 
 Politician” (1985). In this song, he shares the perspective of West Indian politicians 
and their narrow views, particularly as it relates to preventing Caribbean integration. 
This island insularity is noted when he states “Cause you tell Trini he better than 
 Bajan/ You tell Bajie he smarter than Jamaican/…you laugh at patois in Dominica and 
St. Lucia” (Chase 329–330). Trinidad’s Black Stalin in “Caribbean Unity” (1979) 
echoes similar sentiments. He notes the failures of several regional integration attempts 
and for the need to push for “one common intention” and that is “for a better life in 
de region.” 

Black Stalin’s Caribbean Unity4

You try with a federation
De whole ting get in confusion
Caricom and then Carifta
But somehow ah smelling disaster
Mister West Indian politician
I mean yuh went to big institution
And how come you cyah unite 7 million
When ah West Indian unity, I know is very easy
If you only rap to yuh people and tell dem like me, dem is …

Soca and Mediating Change: The Nation State

During the post-independence era and into the twenty-first century, nationalist and 
nation building calypso and soca songs continued to be penned. This discussion 
 focuses on twenty-first century soca songs produced by Barbadians and Trinidadians 
that are patriotic/nationalistic/nation building. The section features selected lyrics from 
a sample of patriotic songs. The songs provide narratives relating to mediating change 
through political transformation of independence and the creation of national iden-
tities. They offer perspectives on what it means to be Barbadian and Trinidadian and 
why they feel so proud to bear these nationalities. Trinidadian artistes have provided 
many patriotic songs namely David Rudder/Carol Jacob’s ‘Trini to the Bone’ (2003); 
Denyse Plummer’s ‘Nah Leaving’ (2001); Benjai’s ‘Trini’ (2011) and Orlando Octave’s 
‘Love You So’ (2018). Likewise, in Barbados the list of nationalist soca songs include 
Peter Ram’s ‘The Pledge’ (2003); Natahlee & Shontelle’s ‘Colours,’ (2009); Rupee’s  
‘I am a Bajan’ (2011); Edward Yearwood’s ‘Home Sweet Home’ (2016) and Lil Rick’s 
‘Iz A Bajan’ (2016).

 4 (https://www.flashlyrics.com/lyrics/black-stalin/caribbean-unity-19)
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David Rudder’s ‘Trini to the Bone’ makes the point that the island of Trinidad and 
Tobago is the land of fete, bacchanal, and sweet women. He notes that it is believed 
that the island is so favored, so much so that God is reputed to be a Trini by some. 
Rudder places emphasis on the fact that he loves this country and there is no other 
place that he would rather be. He makes mention of the various places of Trinidad and 
Tobago such as Couva, Arima, Port-of-Spain, Charlotteville, and Sando.5 And the 
 cultural diversity of the nation, whether “Indian, African, or a Chinee6, Syrian, 
French-Creole, and Portuguese,” is made note of. He also underscores the importance 
of mas to Trinidadians to the extent that they will play mas7 regardless of the weather. 

David Rudder’s ‘Trini to the Bone’
Welcome, welcome one and all to the land of fete
Trini to bone, trini to the bone
When it come to bacchanal, well they cyah beat we yet
Trini to bone, trini to de bone
Look sweet women parade abundantly
The bredren dey full ah energy
Some people say God is ah Trini
Paradise and all convincing me
God gave us ah spirit firey
But nothing in de world doh bother we
But look ah smart man gone wid we money
We still come out and mash up de party

(Chorus)
(Sweet sweet T & T) Oh how I love up this country
(Sweet sweet T & T) No place in this world I’d rather be
(Sweet sweet T & T) Oh how I love up meh country
(Sweet sweet T & T) All dis sugar can’t be good for me

In “Love You So,” Orlando Octave professes his love for Trinidad and Tobago when he 
sings, “Trinidad I love you so (cyah8 let you go)” “and yuh sister just as sweet too 
(cyah let you go) Tobago ah really love you (cyah let you go) no.” He addresses both 
life in Trinidad and, in Tobago, respectively. In Trinidad, Maracas beach is a popular 
 liming spot where bake and shark, a local delicacy is sold. De Avenue, the shortened 
name for Arapita Avenue, refers to a popular spot filled with restaurants, bars, and 
clubs that people frequent in Port-of-Spain. With respect to Tobago, he highlights 
places and experiences that are unique there such as visiting the Nylon Pool, which is a 

 5 “Sando” is the shortened form for San Fernando which is located in the south of Trinidad. Charlotteville 
is located in Tobago

 6 Colloquial term used to refer to the Chinese.
 7 To “play mas” is to masquerade, which is associated with Trinidad Carnival.
 8 “cyah” means cannot.
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shallow area in the middle of the ocean, and a popular tourist spot accessible by glass 
bottom boats. Crab racing and playing dominoes are also local past times and Tobago 
hosts an annual jazz festival. 

Orlando Octave’s ‘Love You So’9

If you feeling de heat, stop and drink a coconut water
Up on Maracas beach, under umbrella wit yuh cooler
What yuh feelin to eat? Bake n Shark from Richard, no other
And if anything, later we go take a spin down de Avenue
Go look some pretty gyal, wit de rude boy crew (wha)
Carib in meh hand, Carib in your hand too
Licence to wine and jam on anything whey pass thru
Not ah nation sweet as you

(Chorus)
Trinidad I love you so (cyah let you go x3)
Trinidad I love you so (cyah let you go x3)
And yuh sister just as sweet too (cyah let you go x3)
Tobago ah really love you (cyah let you go x3)

Tobago
Full up ah vibe (x3)
I appreciate you
One of ah kind (x3) yea
Snorkelling with my lady out in de Nylon Pool
Doh talk when is harvest time and dey givin way food
Ah just want to watch some Crab Race and laugh
Play Dominoes or some All Fours card
Can’t miss great race, great fête or jazz
Tobago you’re the perfect harmony to Trinidad perfect melody
And it sounds so sweet to me, eh!

Highlighting the unique culture of Trinidad and Tobago is a common theme in both 
Rudder and Octave’s songs. They tell the story about what they appreciate about the 
twin island Republic. This is similar to Barbados’ Rupee’s ‘I am a Bajan’. Rupee 
 emphasizes “Barbados is my home” many times throughout the song, referring to the 
island as the “gem of the Caribbean Sea.” He opens with the statement that he would 
never give up this island and there is nothing like coming home to ‘the rock,’ a collo-
quial term used by Barbadians to refer to Barbados. He shares some of the aspects of 
the island that make it his home, the people with their smiles, the blue sea, the na-
tional dish of coucou and flying fish and the country’s festival, Crop Over. 

 9 (http://socalyrics.net/orlando-octave/love-you-so/)
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Rupee’s ‘I Am A Bajan’10

Gem of the Caribbean Sea
Want nothing with we
I am a Bajan, I’m a Bajan
166 Square miles, pure love pure smiles
I am a Bajan, I’m a Bajan
Cold sand and crystal blue seas
Want nothing with we
I am a Bajan, I’m a Bajan
Symbol of pride and industry 
Christ church in St. Lucie
I am ah Bajan, I’m ah Bajan
Where ever I roam or I go 
I will let them know 
No matter whatever I say, or I do
Blue Yellow Black and Blue
Drinks, Rag, reppin my Bajan flag
Vibes, music, jump up and down and sing it

Gem of the Caribbean Sea
Want nothing with we
I am a Bajan, I’m a Bajan
One love love the Cou cou and flying fish
We national dish
I am a Bajan, I’m a Bajan
The rest the coming from near and far
To be where we are 
I am a Bajan, I’m a Bajan
They jump from London to NYC
You belong to we 
I am a Bajan, I’m a Bajan
I love my land, on my heart I put my hand
I pledge allegiance so true
Barbados I love you 
Barbados is my home
No matter where I roam
Barbados is my home, is my home
Barbados is my home
No matter where I roam
Barbados is my home, is my home 

 10 (http://islandlyrics.com/lyrics-rupee_lyrics-i_am_a_bajan.htm)
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Affirming one’s national identity is also apparent in patriotic soca songs. Rupee clearly 
states “I am a Bajan.” Likewise, Barbados’ Lil’ Rick declares ‘Iz a Bajan’ and Trini- 
dad’s Benjai says “ah telling you, where ah from, ah from Trinidad and Tobago, “I zah 
Trini”.11 So too is placing emphasis on national colors as evident in Barbados’  
Peter Ram’s ‘The Pledge’, with the popular refrain, “Blue, yellow and black put it  
up.”  Barbados’ Natahlee’s “Colours” repeats “we representing blue, yellow, blue, yellow, 
blue …” Both artistes make reference to Barbados’ national colours which are collo-
quially referred to in this way by Barbadians.12 Trinidad’s Benjai’s “I zah Trini” states 
“ah dressin in meh red white and black,” also in reference to the national colors of 
 Trinidad and Tobago.

Lil Rick’s ‘Iz a Bajan’ and Edward Yearwood’s ‘Home Sweet Home’ were both 
 winners at the 2016 Party Monarch and Sweet Soca Competitions which were held  
in Barbados during its 50th year of independence. In Lil Rick’s song, he notes that 
 Barbados has made history since it has achieved fifty years of independence. He states 
that Bajan people like to wuk up13, drink rum, and show a lot of love. For him, he will 
always “rep” his Bajan flag and let people know that he is Bajan14. In this way, Lil Rick 
is purporting that the national identity of being Barbadian and the national flag which 
is a symbol of independence are crucial to his personal identity.

Lil Rick’s ‘Iz a Bajan’15

Yuh see me wining that is the Bajan in me 
Everybody pumping we celebrating 50.
Together jumping, pon de road
We making history that’s how we jamming 
The place where I’m from the women really look good 
Inside a session the people love to wuk up 
They love to drink rum, but still would show yuh nuff love
And iz a Bajan
Iz a bajan, I doan give a damn 
I gine rep this Bajan flag 
Anywhere I go, I gine let ya know 
I gine rep this Bajan flag 
Bring it up now, if yuh bad

This paper discussed mediating change during the post-independence period in the 
Anglophone Caribbean. I have argued that the period of independence, nation build-
ing and regional integration were defining moments in the British West Indies that 
were captured through cultural expressions such as music, namely calypso and soca. 

 11 Iz a Bajan” means “I am a Barbadian”. “I zah Trini” means “I am a Trinidadian”.
 12 The official national colors are gold, ultramarine and black.
 13 “To dance suggestively or erotically, with vigorous gyrations of the waist and hips.” (Allsopp 611)
 14 Barbadians are colloquially referred to as Bajan. 
 15 (https://damnlyrics.com/lyrics/Iz-a-Bajan-Lil-Rick-FBUZtoCw.html)
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An analysis of selected songs that featured lyrical content on patriotism, West Indian 
identity and regional integration from Barbados and Trinidad & Tobago noted that as 
nation states and as a region, the Caribbean has and continues to mediate change poli-
tically from colonial rule to democratic societies on a global world stage and this pro-
cess has been captured over time through the soundscapes of the Caribbean.
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Alfrena Jamie Pierre

The God Question in George Lamming’s  
In the Castle of My Skin

[T]he island was small and could be viewed as one large cane farm, we lived within the 
shadow of the plantation and at the rigorous mercy of the merchant. Our relation to 
bread, our relation to God, our relation to the courts of law were influenced daily by 
these demons.     — George Lamming, “Politics and Culture”

Religion […] is a powerful identity-shaping tool. It impacts on how you dream and 
structure life, how you see the world you are in contact with every day.

— Jennifer Rahim, “Interview by Funso Aiyejina”

Christianity as a religious system has proved problematic for Caribbean peoples see-
king to come to terms with the psychic fracture which has resulted from European-
Christian colonization. The dramatic dismantling of African/African-Caribbean iden-
tity which took place during slavery has resulted in a ruptured legacy for Caribbean 
peoples. In My Strangled City and Other Essays, Guyanese-born Caribbean theorist 
Gordon Rohlehr comments on this fragmented heritage: “There is no doubt that 
much was destroyed, much lost or obliterated. Many minds were shattered” (1). 

Caribbean peoples’ disoriented sense of being has resulted in a concerted search for 
identity on their part. Rohlehr in his essay, “Man’s Spiritual Search in the Caribbean 
through Literature,” has described this quest as “a deepening and prolonged explora-
tion” (original emphasis, 187). This visceral quest for self-identification was one of the 
defining qualities of the Anglophone Caribbean literary canon when it was established 
in the 1950s. Sandra Pouchet Paquet in “The Fifties” distinguishes “self-discovery and 
self-definition” (52), and a “common concern for the spiritual and social condition of 
the West Indian people” (62) as primary thematic foci of the Caribbean literature at 
that time. Funso Aiyejina in Caribbean Literature in a Global Context considers the 
role, which many Caribbean literary artists fulfilled, as the call was made for self-go-
vernance, and a national identity that was independent from England. Aiyejina writes:

The nationalist movements that swept through […] the Caribbean in the 1950s and early 
1960s initiated the interrogation of the sahib/subaltern relationship entrenched by the 
 colonizers. While most of the struggles for independence took place on the political front 
and some on the military front, it was on the cultural front that the issues of identity, 
freedom, and independence were ventilated and engineered. (2)

In this sense, In the Castle of My Skin, can be considered the quintessential Caribbean 
novel. 
In the Castle of My Skin is a semi-autobiographical bildungsroman about a third person 
narrator named G1 who grows up in colonial Barbados. Ashcroft et al. in Post-Colonial 

 1 The initial G is possibly representative of George, as in George Lamming.
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Studies: The Key Concepts, foregrounding the socio-political meanings inherent in the 
term colonialism, define it as “the specific form of cultural exploitation that developed 
with the expansion of Europe over the last 400 years” (40). The maturation of the 
young boy G is set against the backdrop of a very religious colonial society. Although 
Barbados is the named geographic location in the text, as Lamming has stated in a 
YouTube interview with Margaret Gill, “What Castle is, is […] the reconstruction of a 
colonial, imperial formation. So that formation happened in Jamaica, it happened in 
Trinidad, it happened wherever empire established itself and was determined that it 
would turn you into this particular project.” In other words, Barbados serves as a 
 synecdochic archetype for the Caribbean archipelago in the narrative. Within this 
 social framework, the African-Caribbean individual was often relegated to the lowest 
socio-economic stratum and his/her identity was often spoken for, or misrepresented. 
This paper examines the representations of Christianity in George Lamming’s first 
 novel, In the Castle of My Skin, and how these representations interface with construc-
tions of Caribbean identity. Hence the value of Caribbean poetics as a theoretical 
framework for this paper. Caribbean poetics refers to the discourse on identity which 
has been developed by different Caribbean scholars and thinkers. 

Lamming’s Project

George Lamming’s objective in In the Castle of My Skin is to unearth colonial ideo-
logies which are in operation within Caribbean societies with the purpose of deconst-
ructing them. In this sense, In the Castle of My Skin therefore serves as a mousetrap.2 In 
the Castle of My Skin is also employed as a tool of self-enquiry. Indeed, for Lamming, 
all writing is “a form of self-enquiry, a clarification of his [the writer’s] relations with 
other men, and a report of his own very highly subjective conception of the possible 
meaning of man’s life” (“The Negro Writer and His World” 41). 

The society within which G and his young male companions, Trumper, Boy Blue 
and Bob are raised, is carefully depicted in In the Castle of My Skin. We read how the 
village was: 

An estate where fields of sugar cane had once crept like an open secret across the land had 
been converted into a village [….] An English landowner, Mr. Creighton, had died, and 
the estate fell to his son through whom it passed to another son who in his turn died, 
 surrendering it to yet another. Generations had lived and died in this remote corner of  
a small British colony, the oldest and least adulterated of British colonies: Barbados or 
Little England as it was called in the local school texts. (Lamming 25)

This passage is saturated with powerful commentary on the psychological relation-
ships which exist within colonial societies. Mr. Creighton is the villagers’ landlord.  
We quickly learn from the narrative that he is the most influential figure within this 

 2 Here I use the term mousetrap in the Shakespearean sense to refer to William Shakespeare’s 17th century 
tragedy, Hamlet, where the protagonist, Hamlet, uses a play entitled “The Mousetrap” to awaken the 
sensibility of his mother and to expose the duplicitous devices of his stepfather Claudius.
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society for it is Mr. Creighton’s village. Significantly, Creighton’s Village is set on a 
 former sugar cane slave plantation. The lineage of Mr. Creighton, from his great-
grandfather, to his grandfather, to his father, to himself, is remapped within the narra-
tive as a means of alluding to a continuity of mindset that exists within Mr. Creighton. 
The reference to Barbados as “the oldest and least adulterated of British colonies” (In 
the Castle 25) points to a continuity of mindset on the part of the villagers as well. This 
state of affairs within this colonial society persists because nothing challenges the 
 system. The “open secret” (ibid 25) that is referred to is the historical trauma which 
links the villagers to Mr. Creighton. This psychic hurt remains unarticulated within 
the society because to address it would signify a dismantlement of the peaceful state of 
affairs which exists within Creighton’s Village. Nonetheless, Lamming’s project in In 
the Castle of My Skin is to disturb this peace.

Who is God? 

Within this colonial society Mr. Creighton is not merely the villagers’ landlord, he is a 
god-like figure in their lives. After Miss Foster goes to see Mr. Creighton to inform 
him of the damage that the flood3 has done to her house Miss Foster is bemused by 
Mr. Creighton’s acknowledgement of her. She remains in awe of Mr. Creighton as she 
recalls their exchange to G’s and Bob’s mother. Her interaction with Mr. Creighton has 
a significant impact on her sense of being. She says “‘I walk down the yard that morn-
in’ with me head high in the air an’ no King George on the throne of England was 
 greater than me’” (In the Castle 34). The god-positioning of Mr. Creighton within the 
villagers’ lives is also spatially represented within the novel. While Mr. Creighton lives 
in a “large brick house on the hill” (ibid 28), which is compared to a castle, the villag-
ers live in “heaped houses raised jauntily on groundsels of limestone” (ibid 10) below 
him. Mr. Creighton is also referred to by the villagers as “the Great” (ibid 28) as they 
stand in wonder of his presence and fashion their lives on what he does, or does not 
do. We read, “When the [landlord’s] lights went out, and the wood was dark, the villa-
gers took note. The landlord’s light had been put out. The landlord had gone to bed. It 
was time they did the same” (ibid 29). The villagers’ state of being becomes defined 
within the scope of Mr. Creighton’s god-like existence; in him they live and move and 
breathe and have their being. Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o in “George Lamming’s In the Castle 
of My Skin” writes of this relationship to Mr. Creighton, “They [the villagers] accept 
the social order as divinely willed and dwell under the shadow of Creighton’s paternal 
benevolence”. Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o goes on to add that: “[S]ubservient complexes 
govern their responses to and contact with Creighton” (ibid 48). 

The society is also a very Christian society. The Christian presence is evoked in the 
novel via the villagers’ everyday speech, where reference to God and scriptures in the 

 3 The flood in the novel is an allusion to the flood in the Bible. Lamming also employs the Bible as a trope 
in In the Castle of My Skin as part of his deconstructive project against colonialism.
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Bible are often made. G’s mother, for example, tells him, “‘[Y]ou can’t ask me to make 
bread out of stone’” (13),4 and G’s childhood companion Bob explains his mother’s 
penchant for beating him, “‘And she don’t hit me for purpose […] She does it ‘cause 
she’s God-fearing. She always say the Bible say, ‘Spare not the rod and spoil the child.’ 
And ‘tis only that she don’t want to spoil me’” (ibid 21). In “The Garden and the 
 Empire: Religion and Caribbean Society”, Lamming, considering his own upbringing 
in colonial Barbados avows, “I was the child of a fundamentalist Christian home 
which literally believed and lived by the precepts of the Sermon on the Mount […] 
Sin was not a word whose meanings invited argument” (212). For Lamming, this 
Christian conditioning posed no challenge to a lived reality which was in need of great 
change and upheaval. As Lamming laments, “Christianity never provided me with a 
critique of my relation to where I was born, or the social causes of my beliefs. My early 
education in Barbados was a total product of Christian indoctrination” (“The Garden 
and the Empire” 213). Not only did Christianity present no challenge to the status 
quo in Barbados, it also served to support the existent social stratification. In “Politics 
and Culture” Lamming avers, “To be black was to be a commodity identified with the 
cheapest labour […] The priest and the planter, school and church, legislation and law, 
all gave weight of their authority to this social and economic arrangement; and they 
did so in the name of decency, honour, and Christian democracy” (78). Lamming 
therefore identifies a direct correlation between racialized forms of oppression and 
Christianity. In this socio-religious context, God as the Almighty God who positions 
Himself on the behalf of socially marginalized persons with the purpose of imploding 
oppressive systems cannot be identified; He becomes nonexistent. Thus, traditional 
notions about “the Christian God”, to use Lamming’s expression, (“Garden and the 
Empire” 213) are problematized in In the Castle of My Skin as Lamming exposes God, 
within this colonial context, to be nothing more than a political construction.

What is Christianity? 

Another notion about God that is deconstructed in In the Castle of My Skin is the con-
cept of Christianity. This deconstruction is initiated in the third chapter of the novel 
with the description of Groddeck’s Boys’ School, the primary school in the village. It is 
Empire Day, a specially recognized day when the school celebrates the relationship of 
Barbados, as “Little England” with England, the Mother Country. The school inspec-
tor and the supervising minister arrive on the island from England for the occasion 
and the head teacher, a Barbadian who rarely smiles except on this day, is also present. 
The school is set within a quadrangle where a palm-tree, the school, the church, and 
the head teacher’s house are situated in separate corners of the quadrangle. In In the 
Castle of My Skin the school is described as “a wooden building of two storeys with 
windows all around that opened like a yawning mouth” (emphasis added, 35). The 

 4 This is in reference to The Gospel According to St. Matthew in the Bible, chapter 4, verse 3 and chapter 
7, verse 9. 
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church, which seems to be three times the size of the school, has dark stained hooded 
windows that never open. Inside the church the air is said to be “dark and heavy and 
strange” (35). The mention of the school, the church, and the head teacher’s house 
 indicates that an inextricable relationship exists within these three structures. They are 
all constructions of colonialism. The school is like a yawning mouth because the edu-
cation which the children receive from this institution bears no relevance to their lived 
reality. The display which the children are made to perform for the school inspector on 
Empire Day also reflects the inappositeness of their schooling. In an interview with Ian 
Munro and Reinhard Sander, Lamming has spoken of his own ambivalence about the 
colonial education he received. Lamming confessed, “For me, the whole school curri-
culum became absolute nonsense” (Kas Kas 6). While it facilitated one’s economic pro-
gress, it also psychically alienated one from one’s geo-political birth-space as nothing 
about Caribbean lived reality was ever taught. The church exudes an atmosphere that 
is “dark and heavy and strange” (In the Castle 35) because Christianity, within this con-
text, is alien to Caribbean peoples. Thus, the elements in each corner of the quadrangle 
combine to create a restrictive lens through which Caribbean individuals see them-
selves. 

Within this quadrangle, however, there is one organic element which has not been 
fashioned by colonialism. This is the palm tree. The presence of the palm tree here is a 
symbolic representation of the consciousness which Lamming is seeking to reawaken 
within Caribbean peoples. In In the Castle of My Skin, Lamming’s contention is that 
the Christianity spoken of within colonial discourse is neither spiritual nor trans-
cendental, but a political strategy used to accomplish the project of colonialism.

How suitable is Christianity for the Caribbean Lived Reality?

The realization of sovereignty for Caribbean peoples, or what Lamming has referred to 
as the sovereignty of the imagination, is one of Lamming’s most pressing concerns. In an 
interview with Anthony Bogues Lamming has described this sovereignty as an “area of 
rescue” and an autonomous space (216). David Scott, in his interview with Lamming, 
describes the sovereignty of the imagination as having “to do with the active will to 
 refuse submission to the shibboleths that seek at every turn to inspire our self-con-
tempt and our unthinking docility, and to command our understandings of, and our 
hopes for, what it might mean to live as a free community of valid persons” (“The 
 Sovereignty of the Imagination” 75). The sovereignty of the imagination refers to an 
independent, psychical space from which Caribbean peoples can draw in the definition 
and articulation of their own lived realities in spite of, and in opposition to, socio- 
cultural and economic penetration of colonial/neo-colonial powers. For Lamming, this 
sovereignty can only be realized with decolonization. Martinican psychiatrist and post-
colonial5 thinker Frantz Fanon describes decolonization as a process “which sets out to 

 5 In this paper the term “postcolonial” is used to refer to the psychic awakening of the colonial individual 
to the need of his/her resistance to colonial ideology. 
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change the order of the world” (2). Therefore, the state of affairs in Creighton’s Village 
must change. 

The decolonizing agent that presents the possibility of change in In the Castle of  
My Skin is Mr. Stephen Slime. Mr. Slime,6 a noted teacher at the Groddeck’s Boys’ 
School, emerges as the possible Moses figure in the novel after he has been discreetly 
dismissed from his post because he has been having an affair with the head teacher’s 
wife. Mr. Slime promises to make the villagers owners of their own land, a radical con-
cept which challenges the influence of the landlord over the villagers’ lives. Pa, in con-
versation with Ma, marvels:

A year before we never ever hear’ bout such things, an’ now there ain’t a single soul in  
all Creighton’s village who ain’t in Society an’ Penny Bank all two at the same said time. 
Everybody puttin’ they pennies one by one week after week, an’ only God knows what 
that sort o’ thing’ll lead to. An’ on the back of it, look what he says he goin’ to do next. 
Look what he say he goin’ to do.7 (77)

Mr. Slime has established the Society and the Penny Bank as financial institutions for 
the villagers to save their money to eventually own their own land. But while Pa is 
 excited about this possibility of change as regard their relations of power with the 
landlord, Ma is uncertain, and fearful of what this revolution could mean for  
Mr. Creighton. Instead, she prefers to wait on God “‘to deliver us in His own good 
time’” (In the Castle 77). Of this character, Paquet in The Novels of George Lamming 
writes, “She has been conditioned by a Christian doctrine of trust and acceptance that 
warns against storing ‘riches here on earth’. She is mistrustful of Slime who promises 
to make the people ‘owners o’ this land’; it is not surprising to find her sympathies 
 entirely with the landlord as the feudal structure of the village collapses” (Novels of 
George Lamming, notes 24). And, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o in “George Lamming’s In the 
Castle of My Skin” proclaims, “She is old and religious, and is resigned to the status 
quo” (51). 

The characters Ma and Pa represent a Manichean divide between Christian passi-
vity and postcolonial activism. Ma’s apathy to socio-political change is conflated with 
her Christian convictions in the novel. She does not want to challenge the status quo 
because she believes that the Bible does not want her to do so. Lamming uses the cha-
racter of Ma to deconstruct the notion of Christianity as a suitable religious system  
for the lived reality of Caribbean peoples. This negative imaging of Christianity is 
 underscored by the presence of other Christian characters like Brother Bannister and 
the village preacher in the novel.

The anti-Christian voice that is heard throughout most of In the Castle of My Skin 
is also detected in Jamaican fiction writer, Olive Senior’s short story, “Country of the 

 6 The innuendo of his name, Slime, intimating the duplicity of his character, is not lost on the reader here.
 7 Pa is speaking Barbadian creole here. Translated into Standard English it reads: “A year before we never 

ever heard about such things, and now there isn’t a single soul in all Creighton’s Village who isn’t a mem-
ber of the Society and the Penny Bank, both are the same. Everybody is putting their pennies one by 
one, week after week and only God knows what that sort of thing will lead to. And on top of that, look 
at what he says he is going to do next. Look at what he says he is going to do.”
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One Eye God.” In this story the main character, Ma Bell, is portrayed as very religious. 
We read, “She spent so much of her life in the consolation of His [God’s] company 
that she could easily conduct dialogue with Him” (16–17). Despite Ma Bell’s religi-
osity, however, she actually endures her relationship with God. To her, “God […] was 
sometimes deaf and blind” (16).

The representation of God in Lamming’s and Senior’s narratives reflect an authorial 
dissatisfaction with Christianity. But while Senior’s representation of God remains out-
side any overtly political framework and undergoes no change, the moral of Senior’s 
story merely seems to be that God does not exist, Lamming’s representation of God is 
concomitant with the colonial experience and undergoes significant change. This 
change takes place in the final chapter of In the Castle of My Skin.

Christianity Re-Imagined

In the final chapter of In the Castle of My Skin the character G, who is now a mature 
teenager, is about to depart Barbados for Trinidad. Before leaving the island, how- 
ever, his childhood friend Trumper, has returned from his visit to the United States of 
America. Trumper displays a new consciousness. This is because he has been exposed 
to African-Americans in the United States of America. The African-Americans operate 
with a unique sense of who they are. Trumper says, “‘I didn’t know it till I reach the 
States [….] My people, […] my race. ‘Twus in the States I fine it, an’ I’m gonner keep 
it till thy kingdom come’” (In the Castle 295). Trumper speaks of being “‘a different 
kind o’ creature’” (ibid 297); a person whose sense of self is defined beyond the colo-
nial paradigm. Trumper then plays the African-American spiritual song “Go Down 
Moses” by Paul Robeson for G. This song is about God’s deliverance of the Hebrews 
from slavery. In this final chapter of In the Castle of My Skin the initial imaging of  
“My people” (In the Castle 26–27) in the novel as “the image of the enemy” (ibid 27)  
is re-presented within this African-American discourse. “My people” now become 
God’s people who God cares deeply about. It is this version of God and Christianity 
which is endorsed in Lamming’s novel. 

This version of Christianity is presented as viable in In the Castle of My Skin because 
it has been birthed out of resistance to oppressive systems. Indeed, as Judith Weisen-
feld in “Religion in African American History” argues, “African American religious 
cultures were born in the crucible of American slavery” (2). This religious system 
proves to be a worthy counter source to the psychically corrosive effects of coloni- 
alism. Thus, Trumper is able to re-evaluate himself as a black individual. As Weisenfeld 
explains: 

Enslaved black Christians found refuge from the oppressive oversight of Christian slave-
holders in […] ‘slave religion’. In their worship they listened to black preachers affirm 
their humanity, drawing on biblical narratives like that of the Exodus, which offered them 
the promise of God’s deliverance of his suffering people. In enthusiastic and embodied 
communal worship they also sang spirituals that spoke of sorrow, joy, justice, salvation, 
and liberation, and they danced. (4)
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Conclusion

In the Castle of My Skin problematizes the notion of Christian Caribbean identity in 
light of the Caribbean region’s colonial situation and experience. The representations 
of Christianity in Lamming’s novel present various questions about God and Christi-
anity: Who is God? What is Christianity? How suitable is Christianity as a faith-based 
system to a Caribbean lived reality? Does God really exist? These questions challenge 
colonialist claims and uncover the true agenda behind colonialism. The questions also 
expose the psychic hurt of Caribbean peoples as a result of alienating discourses and 
systems that were constructed under colonialism.
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Deborah Biging 

Evaluating the Brazilian Programa Bolsa Família  
by Means of the Capability Approach

This paper meditates change with regards to poverty from an empirical and normative 
perspective. Poverty in the world is declining (San Vicente Portes 135–136), but it is 
still one of the most pressing societal problems on a global scale. In this paper, I make 
the case that everyone has a right to be free from poverty and that measures for the 
eradication of poverty are most urgently called for. Hence, the change in the direction 
of a world, which exhibits no (or at least less) poverty, is to be met with approval, but 
it is still too slow and insufficient from the viewpoint of justice. I examine the Bra - 
zi lian Programa Bolsa Família (Eng.: Family Grant Program; subsequently abbreviated 
as PBF) as an attempt to mediate that change and evaluate its success by means of the 
capability approach.

A Characterization of the PBF

The PBF aims at the eradication or reduction of poverty as well as the improved access 
of Brazilian citizens to their state’s public services – especially in the fields of edu-
cation, health care, alimental security and social assistance. The PBF is a cash transfer 
program that grants a monthly income to families living in poverty or extreme po-
verty1. Poverty is defined in monetary terms: A family counts as poor if their mon- 
thly per capita income is between R$89 and R$178 (converted into Euros at the  
time of  writing of that article that would be between approximately 20€ and 40€)  
and as extremely poor if their monthly per capita income is below R$89. By the Bra-
zilian law n° 10.836, a family is defined as a “nuclear unit potentially extended to 
 include further individuals with whom exist connections of consanguinity or affinity 
that forms a  domestic group with its members living under one roof and contributing 
for the sustenance of the group” (translated by the author; compare Soares and Sátyro 
12).

A remarkable feature of the program is that the money is paid to the mother of the 
family and in the absence of the mother to another family member (Soares/Sátyro 13). 
In terms of the proportion to the state budget, the costs for the PBF are relatively 
small; they amount to approximately 0,48% of the gross domestic product (GDP) 
(Domingues Leão Rêgo/Pinzani, Money, 117–118). The PBF is a conditional cash 
transfer program (Domingues Leão Rêgo/Pinzani, Money, 117), which means that 
 participation in it is bound to the fulfillment of certain preconditions. Those are most-

 1 For details on the program, see the website by the Brazilian government: http://www.caixa.gov.br/pro-
gramas-sociais/bolsa-familia/Paginas/default.aspx.
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ly thought to be beneficial to the participants. In order to receive the grant, the fami-
lies have to send their children to school and to stay up-to-date with vaccinations and 
medical exams (Soares/Sátyro 14).

Grounding a Right to Social Assistance

The Legal Situation

In this section, I discuss the question whether there is a right to social assistance in 
 cases of (extreme) poverty. Legally, the issue seems clear. Article 25 of the Universal 
 Declaration of Human Rights from 1948, acknowledges the human right to enjoy a de-
cent standard of living, for everyone: “Everyone has the right to a standard of living 
adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of his family, including food, 
clothing, housing and medical care, and necessary social services.” Furthermore, the 
Universal Declaration includes a right to basic education (Article 26), a “right freely to 
participate in the cultural life of the community” (Article 27) and a right “to rest and 
leisure” (Article 24).

Possibilities for Philosophical Justification

So, how can we normatively ground human rights? The normative justification relied 
upon by the Declaration is obvious in its very first article. It refers to the dignity of 
 human beings. However, dignity is a blurred concept which many contemporary 
 philosophers reject. Whichever stance one takes on the question of the existence of 
 dignity, it seems wise to search for another possible justification of human rights and, 
relevant for us, especially for the human right to be free from poverty and to enjoy a 
decent standard of living.

The approach I propose is that of capabilities. We can build on the normative 
 premise of the capability approach according to Martha Nussbaum’s interpretation, 
namely that everyone has a right to a flourishing life (Nussbaum, Aristotelian, 208). 
For an individual’s life to be flourishing, it is then postulated that certain capabilities 
need to be secured to a sufficient extent. Among others, we find the capabilities to lead 
a healthy life, to dispose of adequate nourishment, and to have adequate shelter on the 
list, which Nussbaum proposes. As poverty in its most common definitions goes along 
with the lack of all or some of these, the capability approach offers a justification for 
everyone’s right to be safeguarded against poverty. By attributing basic rights to people, 
we generally ascribe duties to states because we hold them accountable as the agents 
 responsible for respecting, protecting and fulfilling those rights. In accordance with 
 international human rights standards, states have to respect everybody’s human rights 
everywhere, and additionally have a duty to protect and fulfill the human rights of  
its own citizens and all those on its territory (Benedek 43). These latter duties compel 
states to implement policies of social protection and assistance, like the PBF. Ana lo-
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gously to the human rights reasoning, Nussbaum’s proposal for implementing the 
 capabilities as basic rights for everyone is to establish them as principles, which are part 
of every state’s constitution (Nussbaum, Women, 5).

Evaluating the PBF and its Impacts

The Capability Approach

In her survey article about the capability approach in its diverse theoretical manifesta-
tions and usages, Ingrid Robeyns offers the following definition: “The capability ap-
proach is a broad normative framework for the evaluation and assessment of individual 
well-being and social arrangements, the design of policies, and proposals about social 
change in society” (Robeyns, Theoretical Survey, 94). According to Amartya Sen, the 
pioneer of the capability approach, a person has a basic capability when s/he is “able to 
do certain basic things” (Sen 218). As Robeyns puts it: “The core characteristic of the 
capability approach is its focus on what people are effectively able to do and to be; that is, 
on their capabilities” (Theoretical Survey 94, my emphasis). That means that capabili-
ties are in a sense people’s real freedoms to live the kind of life they value, to do what 
they want to do, and to be whom they want to be. So having a capability means ha-
ving a real, and not just formal, option to be or do a certain thing. Examples for capa-
bilities are the real freedom to be healthy, the real freedom to be educated, the real 
freedom to take part in the cultural life of one’s community. Functionings are then 
those “beings and doings” (Robeyns, The CA), such as being healthy, being literate, tra-
velling, and going to the theater. It is important to note that capabilities do not only 
consist of personal abilities but that environmental factors, meaning physical factors as 
well as social and political, play a considerable role. This is where politics come into 
the picture because by tackling these factors, policies can have an influence on people’s 
capabilities. An example for illustrative purposes: having a bike, Tet has the capability 
of basic mobility in terms of being able to move in between two adjacent towns, A and 
B. To be safe in judging that she does have the capability of being mobile, we do not 
only have to assume that she knows how to ride a bike and is physically able to do so, 
but additionally that she possesses a bike, that there are streets between towns A and B, 
and that those streets are sufficiently safe, etc. She can now choose whether she wants 
to ride from town A to town B, or not. If she decides to do so, she has realized the 
functioning of being mobile.

The reason why the approach focuses on capabilities and not on functionings is 
that it is a liberal approach, which respects the fact that people may have differing con-
ceptions about what is valuable and what constitutes a good life (Robeyns, Theoretical 
Survey, 101). If it is assured that everyone enjoys the basic capabilities, it is of little 
concern that people may choose to realize different functionings as long as their choice 
is not coerced. Often, however, the lines between the categories of capabilities and 
functionings blur; if a person is for example extremely undernourished, we can usually 
infer from that fact that s/he did not have the capability of being well nourished.
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Why Use the Capability Approach?

The capability approach is only one amongst several approaches, which could be used 
to normatively evaluate social policies. I hold it to be the most appropriate and fruitful 
when it comes to the assessment of poverty and policies aiming at its eradication. 
Other approaches do also deserve consideration. For the purposes of this paper, utilita-
rianism, goods-centered approaches and the basic needs approach are especially rele-
vant. This is why I deal with them shortly, stating why I hold the capability approach 
to be superior in this matter. As a theory based solely on mental states, utilitarianism is 
prone to difficulties of measurement and evaluation and the famous problem of adap-
tive preferences. By introducing objective and empirically measurable categories, the 
capability approach avoids these problems to a certain degree (Sen 212).

Approaches, which focus exclusively on the distribution of resources, fail to take 
into account – as argued by Sen – the diversity of human beings. One’s constitution 
differs from individual to individual, hence, individuals need different amounts of 
 resources in order to secure a certain capability. Let us take the example of mobility: an 
older person or a person with a handicap will usually need more resources to realize 
that capability than a younger person in good health. As the capability approach places 
the focus on what persons actually are able to be and to do with a certain amount of 
resources, it captures much better what is really normatively at stake (Sen 215–16).

Basic needs approaches affirm what is called subsistence rights and therefore many 
of the basic capabilities, like bodily integrity and health. However, they justify only a 
narrow range of the capabilities, which we would like to establish; they lose their 
 appeal when it comes for example to the justification of a right to access to cultural 
 institutions or even participation in democratic life.

What is Enough?

I follow Nussbaum in endorsing the capability approach as a sufficientarian theory of 
justice. In her understanding of the capability approach, everyone has a right to reach 
a certain sufficiency threshold in each capability (Nussbaum, Women, 6). Poverty can 
then be understood in terms of the accessibility of these sufficiency thresholds: some-
one is poor if s/he fails to reach the relevant sufficiency threshold(s) in one or more 
 capabilities. This thought leads us to two results. First, whether the poverty threshold, 
which the Brazilian government formulated for the program in monetary terms, is 
adequate, depends on whether the specified income would be enough to provide for 
the capabilities of all family members to a sufficient degree. This position also implies 
that the poverty threshold must regularly be reevaluated in order to stay tuned to 
changes in prices and other circumstances. If we came to the conclusion that a mon th-
ly per capita income of R$178 is not sufficient to secure all family member’s capabi-
lities, we would need to augment the poverty threshold by whatever amount is neces-
sary to secure the families’ capabilities. Second, every family then has the right to a 
compensation of the difference, i.e. the right to be paid the exact amount, which is 
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needed to reach the sufficiency threshold. So far, the PBF does not pay the whole 
 difference but in most cases substantially less. As a result, the PBF is only a partial 
 funding of poor families capabilities, which fails to secure all of them to a sufficient 
 degree.

When implementing the theory in practice, we meet several difficulties on two of 
which I will shortly elaborate. At first, we need to agree on thresholds for each capabi-
lity. For example, we have to ask how much education must be provided for free and 
how expansive the public health care system should be. We can easily agree that the 
 families eligible for the PBF do not reach the thresholds in some or most capabilities, 
but it is difficult to agree on where exactly to draw the line where their capabilities will 
be sufficiently secured. Secondly, we must allow for the possibility that the threshold 
might differ for different families. Some families might need more income to provide 
for their members’ capabilities, e.g. because they have a disabled child, or because they 
live in a neglected rural area. This entails problems of data collection and measurement 
of capabilities. One part of the solution might be to expand and ameliorate public 
 institutions like schools and hospitals and their services, because if, for example, the 
health care system pays for the medication and equipment needed for the disabled 
child, the initial disadvantage of the family diminishes. Nevertheless, even if this is 
done, one must allow for exceptional cases, which cannot be solved with a general 
measure but must be considered individually.

Analyzing and Evaluating the PBF’s Impact

For the capability approach, what is of “ultimate normative concern” is the protection 
of capabilities (Robeyns, Theoretical Survey, 100). It serves to evaluate social policies, 
like the PBF, in terms of the impact they have on human capabilities (Robeyns, Theo-
retical Survey, 95). But how should this evaluation be carried out in practice? Here we 
can again build on Martha Nussbaum’s work on the capability approach. She intro-
duced a list of basic human capabilities. Relevant for us, the list contains, amongst 
others, the capabilities to be in good health, to be adequately nourished, to have ade-
quate shelter, to form a conception of the good (life) and to engage in critical reflec-
tion about the planning of one’s own life (for the complete list see Nussbaum, Aristote-
lian, 225).

When we apply the approach to the assessment of the PBF, we will have to ascer-
tain whether the program had a significant impact on the targeted people’s capabilities. 
This is why the empirical impacts of the PBF most pertinent to the protection of capa-
bilities will be looked at in this section. For this purpose, I will review quantitative as 
well as qualitative research investigating the PBF’s impact on a) poverty, b) education, 
c) child nutrition, d) health care, and e) autonomy, notions of citizenship, gender roles 
and affiliation:

a) Poverty Reduction
 When it comes to poverty reduction, the main aim of the PBF, its impact is 

 surprisingly small. Until 2006, the program had enabled only 8% of poor fami-
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lies to escape poverty as defined by the program itself (Soares/Sátyro 27). Quali-
tative research showed that this fact was reflected in the subjective mental states 
of the participants. Many of the women interviewed by Domingues Leão Rêgo 
and Pinzani referred to it as merely “a help” (Liberdade, 361). As Soares and 
 Sátyro point out, the reason for this is mainly that the grant is rather small; a 
big impact can only be achieved through bigger grants (27). The program did, 
however, reduce the severity of the cases of poverty in monetary terms by 25% 
(Soares and Sátyro 27).

b) Education
 Elevating school attendance to improve chances for the next generation through 

education is one of the explicit goals of the program. According to Veras Soares 
et al. “Bolsa Família has had a clear positive impact on school attendance” 
(182). The probability of absence was 3.6 percentage points lower for children 
in participating families than for non-participants. In addition, the rate of 
school dropouts fell by 1.6 percentage points. However, school children from 
families receiving the PBF are more likely to fail than advance in school. The 
 reason for their difficulties often lies in the fact that they have been absent from 
classes for a while or never attended (Veras Soares et al. 182–83). According to 
the authors, more has to be done from the side of the state, e.g. by the creation 
of a special program for children lagging behind in school, or a general im-
prove ment of educational institutions, in order to help these children to maxi-
mize their benefit from school attendance (186).

c) Child Nutrition
 According to Soares and Sátyro, research did not show any significant amelio-

ration in the nutritional status of children benefitted by the program (27–28). 
Nutrition is a very important factor not only for well-being, but also for the 
healthy development of children and their capacities, especially in their early 
 years. One major focus for the continuation of the program should therefore be 
on how to better foster the goal of ameliorated child nutrition.

d) Health Care
 Veras Soares et al. find that, although the PBF has presumably led to a greater 

awareness of the need for health promotion measures, there is a striking lack of 
impact on child immunization despite the requirements that accompany the 
grant. By way of an explanation of these findings, they hint at the fact that “the 
absence of impact suggests that supply-side impediments are an important con-
straint” (183). They single out the lack of accessible health care institutions as a 
specifically serious problem. Domingues Leão Rêgo and Pinzani point to the 
same obstacle in their research: “The rural poor face different problems, starting 
with geographical isolation which, in almost every case, makes it impossible to 
access basic public services” (Money 124).

e) Autonomy, Notions of Citizenship, Gender Roles and Affiliation
 Yet another key element deserves attention: In their study, Domingues Leão 

Rêgo and Pinzani (Money 124) rely on Simmel’s notion of money as a source of 
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autonomy. In their qualitative research, many of the interviewed women indeed 
declared to feel more at ease and free in their choices due to the regular income 
(126–127). A qualitative study with questionnaires yielded further interesting 
results (Soares/Sátyro 30). Firstly, for most women receiving the PBF grant had 
a positive impact on their notion of citizenship. Holding official documents and 
receiving financial state support made them feel more aware of being a Brazilian 
citizen. Secondly, the women’s bargaining power in the family was elevated be-
cause it is in their name that the grant is issued. This led to their increased auto-
nomy vis-à-vis their husbands when before they were often dependent on their 
husbands’ decisions. Thirdly, the PBF also helped to reduce the social isolation 
that many poor families in Brazil experience by allowing them to go out more 
often and to network in PBF groups (Soares/Sátyro 31).

The Controversy around the Preconditions for Participation  
in the PBF

According to the capability approach as here developed and defended, everyone has a 
right to the protection of their capabilities. It springs to mind that the Brazilian 
government in its conception of the PBF does not treat the grant as an unconditional 
right. Whether an eligible family will in fact be covered by the program and receive the 
grant depends on two conditions: on the amount of state budget resources allocated to 
the program by the government, and on the compliance of the family with require-
ments concerning health care and education.

a) Dependence of the Rights on State Budget Allocation
 The Brazilian law no. 10.836 (art. 6, 1st paragraph) makes the number of bene-

ficiaries dependent on state budget allocation decisions (Soares/Sátyro 11). That 
means that the program relies on a fixed budget; once the budget is exhausted, 
no would-be-beneficiary has a legal right to claim their share in the program. 
This characteristic, in combination with the procedure of singling out eligible 
parties (families whose monthly per capita income falls below a certain thresh-
old), leads to the unfortunate result that there are ascertained eligible parties 
which are not covered by the program (Soares/Sátyro 11–12). The same is 
remar ked by Veras Soares et al.; they point to the fact that in 2006, the PBF 
failed to cover 44% of eligible families (187, fn. 13).

From the perspective of the capability approach or basically of any impartial justice 
theory, this is a serious problem that should be fixed. Instead of being subjected to the 
will of the government, the right to the protection of basic capabilities should be intro-
duced into the constitution. As long as this does not threaten the existence and func-
tionality of the state, the government should allocate as much resources as is necessary 
for the implementation of the corresponding policies. It seems clear that the Brazilian 
state can allocate significantly more resources for the goal of a more complete protec-
tion of its citizens’ capabilities. The country is marked by severe inequalities (Soares/
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Sátyro 7). Poverty is therefore not due to a general lack of resources but due to an 
 extremely unequal distribution of wealth and income. Some studies suggest that the 
redistribution necessary for the eradication of poverty would not necessarily impede 
growth but can even be expected to foster it (Bourgignon 19–23; Kerstenetzky 76). 
Therefore, far from threatening the functionality of the Brazilian state, redistribution 
might have a positive impact on the countries’ economic development, especially by 
increasing human capital and reducing social risks and vulnerability.

b) Dependence of the Rights on Requirements
 If we endorse the capability approach and assume a right to a decent life, we 

have to ask whether it can at all be justified to bind the protection of that right 
to conditions. The protection of the basic capabilities implies a policy of social 
protection, which enables all citizens to escape from poverty and destitution. At 
first glance, it seems severely counterproductive to make a grant for the pur-
poses of poverty eradication dependent on compliance with requirements. Soa-
res and Sátyro are right in pointing out that the most vulnerable participants of 
the program have the most difficulties to comply with the requirements (14).

However, although the requirements may lead to unjust suspension or cancellation  
of the program in some cases, they are thought as a means to provide for children’s 
health and educational capabilities, which otherwise might go disrespected. The gen-
eral idea is that the PBF directly promotes basic education for children growing up in 
poverty by making it financially attractive for poor families to send their children to 
school instead of making them work for family income. This measure might be 
 warranted as long as it shows the intended result and does not impede other (people’s) 
capabilities to an unjustifiable degree. Risking the sometimes unjust cancellation of the 
program for some by making children’s school attendance a precondition for receiving 
the grant might be a necessary evil when we want to protect children’s options and 
 future. The measure would be unjustified where, for example, the obstacles for families 
to send all their children to school are so big that they run a high risk of losing the 
grant and henceforth suffer from hunger. In these problematic cases, we will need to 
weigh different capabilities against each other. This is an implication of the theory 
which grants different, and for practical reasons sometimes competing, claims to indi-
viduals.

 Two remarks are in order here. First, the existence of competing rights and 
 demands does not excuse the state from fulfilling its duty. The state’s duty to protect  
its citizens’ capabilities is rather to be understood as a permanent endeavor; it  
should continually be investigated how best to protect the maximum of capabilities  
for a maximum number of people. Second, I can only reiterate that the requirement 
cannot be merely one-sided; the state also has to do its duty to enable people to ful- 
fill their duties. Given the difficulties extremely poor families encounter, Soares  
and Sátyro rightly point to the state’s constitutional duty to create conditions  
which enable them to access public institutions, e.g. by means of extending infra-
structure (15).
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Conclusion

In this paper, building on the premise that everyone has a right to a flourishing life 
and to the protection of their capabilities as postulated by some proponents of the 
 capability approach, I have established a right to freedom from poverty and destitu-
tion. Using the capability approach, I analyzed how the PBF is to be evaluated as a 
 social policy from the standpoint of justice. The review of the empirical research  
has shown that the program is beneficial to most participants’ capabilities in some 
 domains and to some degree. This is a cautiously positive result, encouraging strongly 
the continuation and expansion of the program while emphasizing that much more 
needs to be done. The program did not come near to eliminating poverty, but in order 
to raise people’s standard of living to a decent level, the PBF grant would have to  
be substantially higher and, maybe even more importantly, public institutions and 
 infrastructure would need to be expanded and/or ameliorated so that disadvantaged 
parts of the population can access them more easily. I hope that the findings of this 
 paper are relevant for the further design not only of the PBF, but also of accompanying 
social measures and policies.
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Matthew Zuccaro

The High Line: Decay and Rebirth in Manhattan

On a balmy summer day, thousands of residents and tourists leisurely stroll along an 
elevated pathway, isolated from the hustle and bustle of Manhattan, which is occurring 
50 feet below them. Free classes on meditation, botany, and watercolors line the pro-
menade with participants ranging from children to the elderly. Thoughtfully crafted 
lounge chairs and benches serve as a border between the natural wood walkway and 
the plots of wildflowers and gardens. All of this is occurring in Manhattan’s newest 
park, The High Line. Extraordinarily, the High Line was never intended to be a park. 
Initially constructed at the turn of the 20th Century as the West Side Rail Line, the 
High Line sat abandoned for forty years and was nearly demolished before being saved 
by community activists. The High Line has not only provided a unique public space to 
be enjoyed by all generations but has also become a sustainable driver for economic 
development in the surrounding neighborhood. 

New York City has a challenge with space. Since 2000, the city’s population has 
grown nearly 10% to 8.5 million inhabitants. Although the population of America’s 
largest city continues to grow, the amount of public land available for recreation has 
remained stagnant. The primary agency for maintaining the city’s public spaces, the 
NYC Department of Parks and Recreation, operates 30,000 acres of public lands, 
which encompass parks, fields, pools, and other recreation facilities. This equates to 
approximately 283 residents per acre. While New York City “operates the largest park 
system in the United States, it provides access to fewer acres per resident than any 
other major American city” (Mirsky 25). As the most densely populated metropolis in 
the United States, urban planners in New York City often have to get creative in their 
quest for the development of new public spaces. In 1999, a group of residents in 
Manhattan’s West Side developed a novel idea to transform an abandoned elevated 
railroad viaduct into a 2.8-acre public park which would be accessible to all residents. 
The plan sparked an immense battle between varying interests including real estate 
 developers, community residents, and city officials. However, nearly a decade after it 
was proposed, the High Line Park was opened in 2009, quickly becoming one of the 
city’s most sought-after attractions. 

The High Line’s predecessor, the West Side Rail Line, was initially constructed to 
solve a space issue of a different type. In nineteenth-Century Manhattan, the rapid 
 industrialization of the city created an immense logistical challenge. Capitalizing on 
the growing demand for the shipment of goods and passengers, the New York Central 
Railroad constructed the West Side Line directly through tenth and eleventh streets in 
1847. During much of the 19th Century, “the West Side Line, became known as the 
‘Life Line of New York,’[and developed] into a key artery through which critical pro-
ducts, both manufactured and finished, were transported to and from Manhattan.” 
(Broder, 256). At the turn of the early twe ntieth h Century, “50 street level trains a 
day sped through the crowded 10th Avenue line, causing so many pedestrian fatalities 
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that it was called Death Avenue” (Mirsky 25). With mounting public outcry, company 
and state officials sought a permanent solution called the West Side Improvement Pro-
ject. 

By 1934 the majority of the West Side Improvement Project had been completed. 
At a cost exceeding $100,000,000 (approximately $2 billion in 2017), the project 
 “successfully separated 13 miles of railroad from street traffic, eliminated 105 grade 
crossings, and added 30 acres to Riverside Park” (Lopate 1). The project was touted as a 
major success by city politicians and planners. At the official dedication ceremony on 
June 28, 1934, Mayor Fiorello La Guardia proclaimed the “West Side Line represented 
one of the greatest public improvements in the history of New York City” and was 
 confident that the project would “be a tremendous impetus for the development of the 
real estate, commercial, and industrial values of the entire West Side” (“Mayor Ded i-
cates West Side Project”). The New York Times echoed the Mayor’s optimism pro claim-
ing in one article, “a shift of business to the area is foreseen” (“Mayor Dedicates West 
Side Project”). The cooperation between private and public interests was also high-
lighted since improvements to the existing Riverside Park were partially funded by the 
railroad. In what would echo a similar scenario seventy years later during the develop-
ment of the High Line Park, New York Central President Frederick Williamson, praised 
 local community associations for their support of the project and stated “the railroad 
desired to serve the city’s interests and live up to its responsibilities as a citizen of New 
York” (“Mayor Dedicates West Side Project”). However, the new line was completed 
just as Americans began to favor the convenience of automobiles and the burgeoning 
trucking industry emerged to challenge the dominance of railroads for freight traffic. 

 The construction of the West Side Line coincided with the apex of the railroad’s 
dominance in moving passengers and goods. Shortly after its inauguration, “just as the 
first train was embarking on its new route, the Great Depression threw manufacturing 
into a tailspin, rail traffic halted, and commerce on the [new] line consequently de-
clined” (Mirsky 25). Only the temporary surge in commerce caused by World War II 
provided significant traffic for the West Side Line. By the mid-twentieth century, the 
New York Central Railroad was struggling financially. Following a “record setting level 
of 252,251 daily passengers during World War II, the railroad steadily lost ridership to 
new forms of transportation” (Belle & Leighton 99). To address the mounting financi-
al loses, the railroad began to abandon trackage and cut service. By the 1950’s, “inter-
state trucking took over; in the 1960’s major portions [of the West Side Line] were 
torn down, leaving a mile-and-a-half remnant” (Mirsky 26). Facing insolvency, the 
West Side Lines’ owner, the New York Central Railroad, merged with rival Penn-
sylvania Railroad in 1968 to form Penn Central Transportation which subsequently 
declared bankruptcy in 1976 and was absorbed by the newly established, federally 
 supported railroad carrier, Conrail. Conrail continued to operate a limited schedule  
on the West Side Line until 1980 when the last delivery, “a load of frozen turkeys in  
a boxcar,” (Mirsky 26) was made before it was fully abandoned. 

Through the early 1980’s the line remained abandoned and forgotten. One resident 
who scaled the viaduct to inspect the abandoned line remarked “it was a terra incog-
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nita up there, with unrestricted space, and unimaginable tranquility” (Gottlieb 1). By 
1984, Conrail began exploring the possibility of selling or demolishing the property. 
Although abandoned, Conrail was continuing to “pay taxes on the property which 
 exceeded $400,000 annually, as well as an additional $100,000 for maintenance and 
inspection” (Dunlap 2). The process to formerly abandon and sell trackage requires 
railroads to obtain federal permission from the Surface Transportation Board which 
encompasses an extended permitting process. As a component of the process, the rail-
road must seek bids from companies interested in resuming rail operations before it 
can consider alternative uses for the property such as real estate development or demo-
lition. 

When Conrail applied for the permit to abandon the West Side Line, it caught the 
attention of Peter Obletz, a West Side resident and transportation consultant who was 
passionate about railroad history. Mr. Obletz, “who lived in two dining cars parked at 
the old Penn Central Yard on the West Side, made the preservation and reactivation of 
the line his special mission” (Gottlieb 1). To raise awareness Mr. Obletz formed a local 
neighborhood association called the West Side Rail Line Association and quickly 
 signed up over 300 members. Rallying members of the community, Mr. Obletz threat-
ened if the rail line was not preserved, “a developer might buy it and erect a building 
in its place…but preserving the line could pull development over to the far West Side 
just the way the City of New York grew up along the elevated lines in Brooklyn and 
Bronx at the turn of the century” (Gottlieb 1). Mr. Obletz proposed the reactivation of 
the line as a tourist train with the eventual resumption of freight and commuter 
 service as well. City officials were openly skeptical about Mr. Obletz’s plan and debated 
whether it should be preserved for future usage. Robert Flahive, “the administrator  
of the Manhattan office of the City Planning Department called the proposal  
(Mr. Obletz’s plan) far-fetched and said the only real issue is whether the city should 
consider acquiring it … since it might be nice to have 20 years from now” (Gottlieb, 
2). Eager to divest themselves of a money-losing property, Conrail ultimately accepted 
Mr. Obletz’s proposal and sold the West Side Line to him for the nominal sum of $10. 

Mr. Obletz’s proposal garnered the attention of local community groups, public 
 officials, and real estate developers who were opposed to his plan for preservation:

Beginning in earnest in the mid-1980’s, the High Line was the subject of a series of law-
suits pitting local real estate interests called the Chelsea Property Owners (CPO) and 
New York City, who wanted the Line demolished, against Conrail, who sought to avoid 
what it estimated to be as much as a $40 million liability, and local community interests 
opposed to development in Chelsea, who believed that the High Line provided protec-
tion against gentrification. (Dunlap 2)

While the Chelsea Property Owners Association (CPO) consisted of both business 
 owners and residents, its biggest supporter was the Edison Parking Corporation, which 
owned several properties that abutted the West Side Line. The CPO “believed the Line 
was a “‘blight,’an “‘eyesore,’” dangerous, and, most importantly, a fatal obstacle to their 
attempt to extract future development value from their property interests” (Broder, 
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246). The CPO mounted a highly visible public relations campaign claiming the West 
Side viaducts were a safety hazard and impeding future development. Members of the 
CPO “marched to City Hall trundling a suitcase filled with concrete chunks they 
 claimed had fallen from the viaduct, nearly killing a pedestrian,” (Mirsky, 26) and 
 gained the support of city planning officials “who from the mid-1980’s until 2002, 
uniformly supported demolition of the High Line in order to spur economic and real 
estate development in Chelsea” (Broder 247). The CPO along with the City of New 
York engaged in a protracted legal battle against Mr. Obletz and Conrail seeking to 
block the sale. However, the local community boards which served as the conduit be-
tween Chelsea neighborhoods and New York City government supported preserving 
the structures for use as public space. 

While the future of the West Side Line was litigated in court, nature began to re-
claim portions of the disused structure. With years of neglect, “self-seeded grass, trees 
and other plants grew on the out-of-use elevated rail tracks during the years after the 
trains stopped running” (About the High Line). Rising above the rooftops was a green 
canopy of a variety of plants and trees. Gradually “seeds that had hitched a ride on 
 migrating birds or freight cars took root sowing a seasonal canopy of Queen Anne’s 
lace, purple aster, hyacinth, iris, and grasses” (Mirsky, 26). In several instances wild 
cherry trees were spotted growing in between the rusting rails. As Steve Mirsky ob-
served in Taking Back the High Line, “the abandoned tracks became a nature preserve 
high above the chaos” (26). Although the High Line became a refuge for nature, it also 
became an attraction for vandals, arsonists, and urban explorers further exacerbating 
community concerns. 

The Chelsea Property Owners and the City of New York had successfully challen-
ged Mr. Obletz’s bid and in 1990 a federal court reversed the sale of the West Side 
Line, requiring Conrail and their successor, CSX Corporation, to find a new proposal. 
Supported primarily by business interests, the CPO continued to propose demolition, 
“anticipating the land would become more valuable with skyrocketing property values 
that would create a real estate bonanza” (Mirsky 26). With the threat of demolition 
imminent and the publicity generated surrounding the court case, renewed public 
 interest bolstered support for the line’s preservation. 

In 1999, “Robert Hammond and Joshua David established the Friends of the 
Highline Park, after the two met at a community meeting…Hammond had read 
about plans to tear down the High Line in the New York Times, while David, then a 
freelance writer, learned about the trestle while researching a neighborhood story” 
(Mirsky, 26). To circumvent resistance from public officials, Hammond leveraged his 
relationship with his former college roommate, Gifford Miller, who was recently elect-
ed as Speaker of the New York City Council. Council Speaker Miller earmarked “$15 
million in public funds for the High Line Park which allowed the retention of a priva-
te engineer to evaluate the structure. The engineering report was positive, the line 
which was constructed to support freight trains, was structurally sound and four times 
stronger than what was necessary for pedestrian traffic” (Mirsky 26). With a powerful 
ally in city hall and a positive engineering report, Hammond sought to garner public 
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support of the High Line and raise awareness of the potential for it to be converted 
into a unique park. 

When Manhattan’s famed Grand Central Terminal faced demolition in the mid-t-
wentieth century, activists hired writers to author books and pamphlets about the 
structure in their successful bid to save it. The Friends of the High Line (FHL), bor-
row ing from history, utilized a similar approach. They “hired photographer Joel Stern-
feld to capture scenes of this secret overgrown sanctuary sharply contrasting with sky-
line views of New York’s concrete canyons, inspiring people to imagine the possibilities 
[of a High Line Park]” (Mirsky 26). The book, Walking the High Line, was a success 
and gained the attention of actors Kevin Bacon and Edward Norton, both of whom 
were Chelsea residents. Bacon and Norton loaned their celebrity appeal to the cause 
attracting a number of fellow actors to the FHL. 

With growing support, the FHL formulated a feasible strategy to win over oppo-
nents and proceed forward with the Park. FHL “decided that it would not be anti-
business or anti-development. FHL was very pragmatic, attempted to stay out of po-
lar izing, collateral political issues, and worked through established government and 
 civic channels” (Broder 247). The FHL recognized that changing the High Line 
 neighborhoods to more development friendly zoning conditions could appeal to the 
CPO as a way to end their opposition. To achieve this goal, Hammond and David 
 approached the Chairwoman of the New York City Planning Commission, Amanda 
Burden. Burden had gained a reputation for “transforming the once-sleepy bureau-
cratic agency (the New York City Planning Department) into an activist department 
championing good design by using zoning as a weapon to enforce her vision” (Gordon 
1). Burden agreed with Hammond and David’s request and supported the zoning 
change which permitted Chelsea residents to sell their land which abutted the High 
Line. The zoning change appeased the local real estate interests and the CPO dropped 
their opposition shortly afterwards. Throughout the planning and construction phases, 
Burden continued to be “intimately involved in the aesthetics of the park, weighing in 
on such seemingly minor details as the type of wood planks, the angle of the chaises 
lounges, and the choice of plantings, including when they will bloom” (Gordon 1). 
With the opposition of the CPO removed and the support of City Council Speaker 
Miller and Chairwoman Burden, the City of New York finally endorsed a plan for the 
creation of a High Line Park in 2002. 

With support from Mayor Michael Bloomberg secured, the city partnered with 
CSX Corporation to petition the government for permission to formerly transfer 
 ownership of the West Side Line under the federal rail-trail program. The federal rail-
trail program, “is a voluntary agreement between a railroad company and a public 
agency to use an out-of-service rail corridor as a trail until a railroad might need the 
corridor again for rail service” (“Railbanking”). Also known as rail-banking, the pro-
cess is more streamlined than formal abandonment proceedings. In exchange for 
 indemnity against all legal claims surrounding the West Side Line, CSX agreed to 
transfer the property to the City of New York. For the railroad, “the key was to simply 
get out of the High Line without any further cost and liability” (Broder 248). After 
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 receiving approval from the federal government to convert the West Side Line to a rail-
trail, CSX formerly transferred ownership on November 4, 2005. 

After the city obtained the deed for the property, the FHL began to craft a final 
plan for the construction of a park. Looking for a precedent, the “FHL garnered inspi-
ration from Paris, where they readily credit as an inspiration the Promenade Plantee, a 
2.9-mile path built on the old Vincennes Railway line and opened in 1993” (Broder 
251). To transform their vision into a reality, the FHL retained an international team 
of architects and landscape designers. The designers took inspiration from the line’s 
“wild” appearance and selected plants which were already growing during the period of 
abandonment. The “garden borders will be blurred to allow a seamless flow between 
urban grit and pastoral oasis, with plantings replicating the original wind-sown mea-
dow grasses, wild flowers, and small trees, creating a sustainable landscape” (Mirsky 
27). Sustainability is central theme in the design of the new park and the FHL ensured 
only native and drought resistant plants were selected. The architects incorporated an 
extensive water conservation system into the design which allowed the plant beds to 
retain water. In their annual report, the Friends of the High Line note:

The High Line is inherently a green structure. It re-purposes a piece of industrial infra-
structure as a public green space. The High Line landscape functions essentially like a 
green roof; porous pathways contain open joints, so water can drain between planks and 
water adjacent planting beds, cutting down on the amount of storm-water that runs off 
the site into the sewer system. (About the High Line)

The green practices incorporated within the design of the High Line have been emu-
lated in other parks around the globe. 

Construction of the new park took three years to complete. The “first two sections 
of the High Line cost $152 million to construct, $44 million of which was raised 
through private donations by the Friends of the High Line” (Pogrebin 2). On June 8, 
2009, the High Line officially opened as a city park. At the ribbon cutting ceremony, 
Mayor Michael Bloomberg heralded the park as “an extraordinary gift to our city’s 
 future…and noted that the High Line has brought a renaissance to the neighborhood 
with more than 30 new projects planned or under construction nearby” (Pogrebin 2). 
The High Line proved to be a major economic driver in the Chelsea community. 
While the High Line’s annual estimated maintenance costs are approximately $6 mil-
lion, the city “estimates it will gain an additional $13 million in tax revenue generated 
from new development arising from the renovated park” (Mirsky 26). In an arrange-
ment similar to Central Park, the City of New York leased the park to a non-profit 
conservation society, the Friends of the High Line, who assumed responsibility for the 
management, maintenance, and operation of the park. 

The Friends of the High Line not only maintain the trails and flora but have also 
sponsored daily programming and events which are open to the whole city. Programs 
appealing to a diverse range of interests are hosted by the FHL including meditation, 
Tai Chi, garden tours, stargazing, exercise classes, and music festivals. Every year the 
High Line organizes programming around a central theme. For 2018 the High Line 
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created events with the goal of “joining artists, scientists, performers, and other fami-
lies to explore how our experiences change when we create together…crafting an inter-
generational experience that will involve mapping, sounds, and imagining the future” 
(Activities for Families). The park’s accessible design, which incorporates elevators and 
eliminates stairs the entire length of the path, allowing the elderly and individuals with 
disabilities to access the High Line. In 2015, only 6 years after it opened, the High 
Line attracted over 7 million visitors. 

While the High Line has been widely heralded as a success, it has also drawn a 
number of detractors who criticize the park’s role in gentrifying the neighborhood. 
Gentrification is the process by which an economically depressed neighborhood 
 undergoes development, leading to more affluent residents, while also increasing the 
cost living for existing residents. In an interview in February 2017, FHL co-founder 
Robert Hammond acknowledged the shortcomings, stating the “the creators of 
the High Line ‘failed’ to design a park that benefited the neighborhood around it …
and noted that they were focused more on the aesthetics of the park than the effect it 
would have on residents” (O’Neill 1). New York City residents already face some of 
the highest cost of living expenses in the nation. To bolster their claim, critics point  
to a 2015 survey which revealed that only 31% of the 7 million visitors were New 
York City residents (High Line Magazine). The Friends of the High Line have sought 
to remedy the shortcomings of the park by partnering with local non-profits, pro-
viding jobs to teens in the summer, and addressing the concerns of neighbors about 
traffic and noise. 

Some urban planners have argued that the gentrification of the neighborhood was 
inevitable and had been occurring since the late 1980’s, long before the High Line 
Park was conceived. However, community activists point to real estate prices as proof 
of the park’s drastic effects of gentrification. Property values in “Chelsea are among the 
highest in New York City and since the park opened in 2009, the average price of a 
condominium in the district has risen 85 percent” (Broder 250). Despite the concern 
of community members, the High Line has inspired a number of other cities to ex-
plore similar preservation projects. Chicago, Philadelphia, and Jersey City all have 
 active projects seeking to turn their former railroad viaducts into public parks. Plan-
ners seeking to reproduce similar parks in their cities have noted that “The High Line’s 
genius is to make a path on stilts over urban tumult feel naturalistic, an oasis where the 
city’s relentless drumbeat grows slightly fainter” (Gardner 1). The appeal of the High 
Line as a communal, public space, in an otherwise densely populated metropolis, has 
become a key benefit. 

Throughout much of its tenure, the High Line has mirrored the history of the city 
it serves. Constructed by railroad barons and political powerbrokers to serve the bust-
ling industrial centers of Manhattan at the turn of the twentieth century, it quickly be-
came outmoded by newer, more efficient modes of transport. As New York City 
struggled to overcome the decline of industrialization, the High Line sat abandoned 
and forgotten throughout much of the 1970’s until the 2000’s. As New York City 
 experienced a renaissance in the late 1990’s, so did the High Line, as it became a driver 
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of economic development in the Chelsea neighborhood. Throughout its development, 
the High Line was an intergenerational effort. The grassroots activism to preserve the 
High Line consisted of members from young adults to senior citizens, all of whom 
contributed their unique attributes to making the park a reality. Sustainable design 
 features, from reusing materials from the previous rail line to planting native foliage 
and implementing a highly efficient irrigation system, all feature prominently in the 
parks design. Most importantly, the High Line converted a disused structure into a 
thriving public space filled with programming and capacity for intergenerational inter-
actions and collaboration.
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Bence Fiser

Meditating and Mediating Change in the  
History of Hungary –  

Shoes on the Danube Bank

About Holocaust Art – In General 

The Holocaust has been incorporated into the public domain and art. The aim of these 
kinds of arts is to mediate an authentic and aesthetic experience and fight against the 
easy and comfortable interpretations (Kisantal). A work of art and an aesthetic appeal 
go hand in hand. In the case of artworks from the Holocaust, one question crops up: 
how can misery be aesthetic? This topic tends to generate so many extremist views. The 
German philosopher, Theodor W. Adorno said in 1949 that “to write poetry after 
Auschwitz is barbaric” (Adorno 34). Adorno also criticized that misery was visualized 
in an aesthetic way. George Steiner, an American litterateur and philosopher said, “you 
cannot write with words what Nazis did, so the most authoritative way to show the 
grief (because of the Shoah) is to be silent” (Kisantal). 

Speechlessness gives rise to the lack of mediation of historical events. Some people 
say that only those who experienced an event, no matter how traumatic, first-hand, are 
able to speak about it, otherwise the mediation could be fake. The Holocaust 
literature’s first and most significant pieces were all memoirs made by the Shoah’s sur-
vivors, although, the authors did not have any diary to ascertain their experience in the 
concentration camps, which meant that they could only write their story after their 
salvation. In some cases, these memories were written two, three or thirteen years later 
and contained different interpretations and other experiences, which influenced the 
author’s writing. In addition to that, after the death of Holocaust survivors the pro-
blem of mediating was unsolved because no one could say anything about the Shoah 
which caused the problem that Holocaust memorials would be ceased. Various num-
ber of authors and writers say that art is the only way to talk about the Shoah because 
it ignores everyday experiences and prosy speeches (Kisantal). 

The Hungarian sculptor, Gyula Pauer fabricated a memorial for the 60th anniversa-
ry of the Holocaust and it was placed on the Danube Bank in Budapest. The plaque of 
the memorial says it remembers to the victims of the “Nyilas terror” (Arrow Crossed 
Party, Hungarists), who were shot into the Danube by the Hungarists. The peculiarity 
of this memorial is that Gyula Pauer was not asked to fabricate it, but it was his 
friend’s idea. His friend, Can Togay, is a famous film director and screenwriter, who 
might got the intention from a movie called “Budapesti tavasz” (Spring of Budapest), 
which has a scene in which ownerless shoes can be seen in the Danube Bank after the 
Hungarian Shoah in 1944. The simplicity of composition and the Danube Bank loca-
tion are trying to intensify the dramatic situation, as people can be afraid of falling 
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into the river. Apart from that, the monument wants to protect the memory of killed 
Jews, it illustrates the absurdity of terror when people valued a pair of shoes more than 
lives. It refers to the Hungarists who were pillaged Jews in Budapest (Boros). 

The Influence of the German Occupation

Hungary was occupied on 19 March 1944 by the German Army, which hindered the 
opportunity for Hungary to “jump out” of the war. Approximately 800.000 Jews were 
living in Hungary during World War II. Adolf Eichmann and the Hungarian Gendar-
merie moved Jews into Ghettos and sent them to concentration camps. 440.000 Jews 
were transported until June 1944 which was the majority of Jews, who were living in 
the country. Due to the remonstrance from other countries and weakening of Ger-
many, Regent Miklós Horthy stopped the deportations, so more than half of the 
 Budapest Jewry was rescued from devastation (Romsics 421). After the occupation, a 
German-friendly, high tory government was established under the leadership of Döme 
Sztójay. 

The Influence of the Arrow Cross Party

On 16 October 1944, Ferenc Szálasi was nominated as a Leader of the Nation, while 
Miklós Horthy was removed from his position. The number of pogroms against Jews 
increased significantly. Jews were robbed, browbeaten and attacked by the Hungarist 
Party, who stigmatized Jews’ houses with starts, residents were not allowed to leave 
their houses for 10 days long. The Budapest Synagogue became a temporary prison. 
On 20 October 1944, 60.000 Jews were given by the Hungarists to the Gestapo (Gon-
da 231). 

The Szálasi-government secured only a few streets for Jews to live on. The Hunga-
rists created the “International Ghetto”, which was criticized by other countries’ politi-
cians, so the Interior Minister Vajna located them in another part of the city during 
their Hungarian stay. The embassies were trying to protect their citizens by giving 
them a “protection letter”, which testified to their nationality. Germans were also ta-
ken by these people, but Raoul Wallenberg, a Swedish diplomat, saved his compatriots 
lives (Gonda 232–233). 

Almost 60.000 Jews were taken into the Budapest Ghetto. They needed to share 
their rooms with 10 other people, which resulted in a lot of epidemics inside the 
 ghetto. On 10 December, the Ghetto’s gates were closed. At the end of December the 
government escaped as a result of the Soviet bombing. That is to say, Hungarists had 
more opportunities to attack Jews due to the lack of judicature. After the war, the 
 National Court had dealt with more than 6200 murder cases of Jews in Decem- 
ber 1944 (Gonda 233–234). Furthermore, there were a lot of successful guerrilla  
actions to rescue Jews in Budapest by Károly Szabó, Pál Szalai and Raoul Wallenberg 
(Szekeres 41).
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Remembering the Heroes

The role of Raoul Wallenberg in saving Jews became a taboo for decades (Szekeres  
17–18). Wallenberg, as a diplomat, got placement from the Swedish governments with 
the aim of protection Jewish-saving actions. I would like to note that he was not the 
only person, who got this kind of “mission”, but the Swiss government and the Vatican 
had also sent their diplomats to Hungary for the same reason. Wallenberg was giving 
“protective passports” to Swedish Jews, because it insured their diplomatic defense, 
which was the only way to leave the country legally and it obstructed to chance of 
 deporting Swedish Jews. At the end of November 1944, the Szálasi-government ceased 
the exemption of deportation in the case of people with diplomatic defense. Later, 
Wallenberg helped Jews by giving them food and water. After the emigration of 
 Szálasi-government, guerilla Hungarist had attacked Jews constantly until the Red 
Army made the country free (Szekeres 12–16). 

In 1957, the Soviet Union admitted that the Swedish diplomat was caught illegally 
by their secret service. The Soviets said the cause of death was a heart attack around 
1947, although previously denied that Wallenberg was in a Soviet prison and said he 
was killed by the Hungarists (Ember 111). The “Wallenberg-case” became unpleasant 
for the Soviet Union, so there were no chances to remember those, who saved 
thousands of Jews from the Nazis and Hungarists. The book, 5th edition of History of 
Budapest had a detailed description about the ghetto establishment, but the rescues 
were not mentioned. After 1957, writing about Wallenberg’s arrest was strictly prohi-
bited; it became a taboo (Szekeres 17–18). 

Rescues, resistances, and events without illegal communists were not accepted and 
became ignored topics of the Hungarian historiography, especially those, that were not 
in accordance with the Party’s point of view (Szekeres 18). These were not compatible 
with the “fascist Hungary” phrase, as they said. The malformed and discredited histo-
riography could not handle the problem caused by the escape of the Budapest Ghetto, 
which was unique in Europe. This fact was described as a result of the Red Army’s 
 heroic fights (Szekeres 19). 

Holocaust Remembrance in Hungary (1945–1990)

After the liberation (1945), the Red Army occupied Hungary. From 1947 to 1949 a 
new government was formed, led by Mátyás Rákosi, which was a total dictatorship. 
This period is called “Rákosi-system” or “Stailinst era” by the Hungarian Historians, 
because the government got engaged to the Soviet Union and copied the Soviet state 
apparatus. Although, there were some Holocaust memorial plaquets placed all around 
the country, the topic was not part of the public speaking. The communist leadership 
did not want a separated group, which was not standing under the total regime’s 
 inspection. In addition to that, Israel was established in 1947 which counted as an ally 
of America. (During the Cold War period, Hungary had to be on the Soviet side due 
to the strong political relationships with the Soviet Union.) In Hungary, survivors of 
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Holocaust had no chance to talk about what they had experienced during the Shoah. 
“Nyilas” and Holocaust lawsuits took place only based on written documents. (Szécsé-
nyi 291–299) In 1956, a revolution tried to demolish the totalitarian systems, but it 
was not successful, however a new government was established (with the protection of 
the Soviet Union), János Kádár became the General Secretary of the Communist Party 
(Rákosi and his crew were forced by the Soviet Union to resign due to the dissatisfac-
tions). The “Kádár-system” had an ambivalent attitude to the Shoah. They highlighted 
only the responsibility of fascism (that they were against the communists, which they 
thought was the “right side”), billed the Shoah as an event against the whole Hungari-
an nation. Nevertheless, scientific works were released, but they were not generally 
known from 1960. Fictions and artworks only could be released if they were in con-
formity with the Party’s interests. The real freedom to speak about the Holocaust came 
after the establishment of the Third Republic, which meant the end of the communist 
regime (1989). The most remarkable piece of artwork of the Shoah became Gyula 
Pauer’s Shoes on the Danube Bank (Szécsényi 303–314). 

Gyula Pauer, the Artist

Gyula Pauer was 4 years old when World War II ended. Going back to his childhood 
memories, he decided that illustrating inhumanity would be one of his determinative 
topics as an artist. He was visited by his friend, Can Togay, a film director, who helped 
him with the appearance of the composition. The memorial was financed by different 
state institutions, governments and individuals. Togay said that he had been suffering 
from nightmares due to the Shoah from his early ages. The history of the composition 
demonstrates that Budapest is brave enough to face the past and does not give itself to 
forgetting (Pauer). 

The consecration of the composition was on 16 April in 2005, the date when the 
Budapest Ghetto was established in 1944 and the memorial day of the Hungarian 
 Holocaust since 2000. Gyula Pauer made 60 pairs of iron shoes based on 40s fashion. 
The shoes were stuck to stone pavement. Gyula Pauer said the reason of the 60 pairs of 
shoes was to make the composition complete (As I have already mentioned the anni-
versary was the another motive). The location is symbolic because there were more 
places where people were shot into the river. 

On the Memorial Day of Holocaust the members of “Élet menete” (March of 
 Living) walk through the former area of Budapest Ghetto (Pauer). 
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Lorraine Rumson

“Fear and Repentance and Death Eroticism”:  
Sex Mediates Memory in Maxim Biller’s  

Harlem Holocaust

“What happens to Holocaust memory when the Holocaust is eroticized?” Lynn Rapa-
port asks readers of her article on the Holocaust-themed pornographic film Ilsa, She-
Wolf of the SS. “What does this say about our cultural imagination?” (Rapaport 55). 
Despite the work on modern erotic conceptions of fascism and cultural preoccupation 
with the Holocaust as a locus of repressed sexuality, done by scholars such as Laura 
Frost and Karyn Ball, the interaction of sexuality and Holocaust memory remains a 
pervasive taboo. This is especially true of texts that incorporate explicit sex but that re-
sist classification as “pornography”: while pornographic films such as SS Extermination 
Camp, Nazi Love Camp #27, and Deported Women of the SS Special Sections use the 
Holocaust as a backdrop for eroticism (Geuens 114), texts that explore erotic com-
ponents of Jewish identity, such as Philip Roth’s Portnoy’s Complaint, rarely place focus 
on the Holocaust. 

Maxim Biller’s Harlem Holocaust, by contrast, takes on the ethically complex task of 
interfacing sexuality with Holocaust memory in a text that is explicit, yet not “porno-
graphic.” Biller’s portrayal in Harlem Holocaust of a German narrator’s obsession with a 
“survivor guilt”-ridden American Jew demands that the reader confront the effect of 
the lingering echoes of the Holocaust on human interactions, including sexual inter-
action. However, unlike the collective body of pornography that employs Holocaust 
themes and imagery, Harlem Holocaust moves past the practice of eroticizing Nazi pa-
raphernalia to augment otherwise conventional sex scenes (Geuens 126), and instead 
uses imagery that is simultaneously profoundly alienating in representation, and cultu-
rally encoded in content, in order to question the ways in which contemporary readers 
mediate Holocaust memory. The interaction between alienating features and familiar 
images addresses the problem of portraying the experience of the Holocaust’s legacy by 
characters and for readers who have not experienced the Holocaust directly.

The sexual relations between the German and non-Jewish Ephraim Rosenhain, his 
former wife Ina Polarker, and the American-Jewish author Gary Warszawski in Harlem 
Holocaust are indelibly marked throughout the text by the characters’ positioning as 
 second-generation survivors of the Holocaust. Conversely to Biller’s tendency to “argue 
vehemently against the prevailing tendency to base Jewish identity in the Holocaust” 
(Feinberg 173), both the characters’ self-identities and their means of relating with 
each other are in relation to their histories: “all the major figures in the novella recog-
nize their identity as emanating from a positioning vis-à-vis events that occurred one 
generation earlier” (Köver 2). The relationships between Ephraim, Ina, and Gary are 
marked not only by the dichotomy of Jewish/German but also by dichotomies of 
victim/perpetrator. 

2019_0096_innenteil_DRUCK.indd   223 12.12.19   11:07



224

Ephraim inverts the apparent dichotomy by which Jews are victims and Germans 
are perpetrators, by conceptualizing Gary as a virile, American-Jewish perpetrator of 
crimes against Ephraim, and conceptualizing himself as an emasculated German 
victim of those crimes. Sander Gilman describes a tendency in German discourse to 
transpose traditional anti-Semitic sentiments onto the more socially acceptable targets 
of American Jews as “the absolute location of corruption and evil,” where similar state-
ments about non-American Jews would be broadly seen as inappropriate (Gilman 
152). Ephraim’s emphasis on Gary’s American identity – both his association with ste-
reotypes of brash, loud Americans, his childhood and adolescence in Black Harlem, 
and his propensity “to rub the glorious American ideals of freedom under the noses of 
his new West German friends” (Biller 211) – aligns Ephraim with this discursive pat-
tern; yet he repeatedly associates adjectives of Jewishness with Gary’s actions, such as 
“theatrical Hasidic glance” (Biller 214), or “Jewish self-glorification” (Biller 221). The 
repeated usage of Judaism as an adjective to describe Gary’s character traits indicates 
that Ephraim is visibly preoccupied with Gary’s Jewishness. This preoccupation affirms 
that the negative stereotypes Ephraim associates with Gary are ultimately linked to his 
Jewish, not American, identity.

Biller’s portrayal of victim/perpetrator dichotomies is further complicated by 
Ephraim’s, Ina’s, and Gary’s lack of direct connection to the Holocaust as either victims 
or perpetrators. Despite Ephraim’s scream, “I don’t have anything to do with the 
thousand-year Reich!” he, as well as Ina and Gary, manifestly does conceptualize 
himself as affected by the legacy of the Holocaust. However, given his, Ina’s, and Gary’s 
separation from the Holocaust as historical event, his conceptualization is mediated 
through what Hirsch describes as a “broad cultural ‘storehouse of pre-established 
 expressive forms’” – external, culturally ingrained images that inform his understand-
ing of himself in relation to the inherited trauma of the Holocaust (Hirsch 108). These 
“pre-established expressive forms” are the tools by which Ephraim positions his, Ina’s, 
and Gary’s sexual interactions. 

By drawing on sexual images from the “cultural ‘storehouses” to illustrate the 
 lasting impact of the Holocaust on the characters, Harlem Holocaust follows the trend 
Hirsch describes of “personalizing” Holocaust trauma. However, this personalization is 
complicated. Firstly, Biller employs culturally established yet profoundly transgressive 
sexual imagery, rather than the perhaps more socially acceptable familial imagery that 
Hirsch discusses. Secondly, multiple forms of distancing – distance between characters 
and historical events, between the text itself and the possibility of representing history, 
and between readers and characters – challenges the reader’s ability to feel the text as a 
personal narrative. The techniques of distancing in Harlem Holocaust demands readers 
question the story’s modes of representation and engage critically with the methods 
Biller uses to mediate Holocaust memory. 

The distance between reader and text is established through the multiple levels of 
narrative and frame narrative; that is, the story is mediated through multiple narrators 
telling the story to narrators who tell the story to narrators. The entire text thus exists 
within a frame that blurs lines among author, editor, and narrator. 
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The outermost frame is expressed through the “Editor’s Afterword,” written by 
“Hermann Warschauer,” which claims that that the author of the story is “Friedrich 
Rosenhain,” not the self-professed narrator “Ephraim Rosenhain” (Biller 241–2). 
When Warschauer writes of making “an intervention [in editing the text] of which 
Fritz Rosenhain surely would approve” (Biller 242) he directly disregards the narrator’s 
insistence on page 206, “my name is not Fritz.” The similarity between the names 
“Warschauer” and “Warszawski” further calls into question the motives of the editor 
and narrator: Jefferson Chase posits that “‘Harlem Holocaust’ is a work by Gary 
 Warszawski/Hermann Warschauer,” and indicates that readers may therefore under-
stand the story “‘ironically,’ as a German author’s unintentional satire of German para-
noia vis-à-vis Jewish authorship [or] ‘ambiguously,’ as the fictional Jewish author’s 
work, whereby the satiric thrust becomes unclear” (Chase 122). Although this paper 
will not adhere to Chase’s interpretation, the fact of its existence indicates the “Editor’s 
Afterword” clearly blurs the lines between Warschauer and Warszawski, and Ephraim 
and Friedrich. 

The presence of the “editor’s note” creates a frame with multiple levels of intentio-
nality: that is, the reader must, while reading, be conscious of the intentions of mul-
tiple characters, with regards to other characters. Lisa Zunshine’s template for multiple 
levels of intentionality is “I believe that you think that she believes that he thinks that 
X” (Zunshine 278), and she indicates that cognitive psychological experiments have 
found that humans have “dramatically” lessened capacity for understanding these 
chains after the fourth level of characters “thinking”: that is, “I believe that you  
think that she believes X” is relatively comprehensible by test subjects, while “I believe 
that you think that she believes that he thinks that I think X” is difficult (Zun- 
shine 278–9). In the case of Harlem Holocaust, this chain may be expressed: the reader 
believes that Warschauer believes that Friedrich thinks that Ephraim knows that Gary 
wrote about Leo: five levels of intentionality, which already surpass the ability for easy 
cognitive processing. Introducing the outside figures of the “real” writer and editor, we 
might further be forced to say: editors Morris and Remmler support Biller who wants 
us to believe that Warschauer believes that Friedrich thinks that Ephraim knows that 
Gary wrote about Leo: seven levels of intentionality, which far exceeds the human 
 capacity for intuitive processing (Zunshine 279). 

Further, since the information given in the Afterword is not consistent with either 
the information given in the body of the story, or the outside elements of “real” author 
and editor, the Afterword indicates an instability in the reader’s perception of reality: 
the information given by the narrator (for example, that his name is not Fritz) is 
 contradicted by that of the editor. Chase’s interpretation that the editor may be the 
 author, but not the narrator – that is, that Warschauer may have written the text and 
constructed both Friedrich and Ephraim – further draws attention to the constructed 
nature of the narrative. Furthermore, as readers, we are conscious that the text’s “real” 
author is Maxim Biller, and its “real” editors are Leslie Morris and Karen Remmler: 
thus, critical readers must hold in their minds simultaneous and at times mutually 
 exclusive interpretations of the text, based on whether we think of it as having been 
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“written” by Warschauer/Warszawski, Friedrich/Ephraim, or Biller. The unstable repre-
sentation of the “real” author, and the multiple, equally unstable interpretations that 
follow from unstable authorship, draw attention to the constructed nature of the nar-
rative and require readers to repeatedly reevaluate their interpretation of the “purpose” 
of the text, while additionally precluding uncritical identification of the reader with 
either Gary or Ephraim as central characters: as either one can be read simultaneously 
as the “author’s” (that is, Friedrich’s or Warschauer’s) self-referential character, the 
reader’s interpretations of them cannot rely on a protagonist/antagonist dichotomy for 
positive or negative identifications.

If we do, conversely, take the Editor’s Afterword as a representation of the internal 
reality of Harlem Holocaust, then Friedrich’s construction of Ephraim Rosenhain, in 
 direct rejection of “Fritz” as a self-identifier, could be also read as a tactic of distancing 
or dissociating from the content of the story. We may understand this, from Friedrich’s 
perspective, as his conscientiously taking advantage of an author’s ability to express, 
through “fictional” (that is, more fictional than Friedrich) characters, anxieties and 
desires that are socially unacceptable “in real life.” Alternatively, it could be read as an 
indication of his psychic instability and inability to accurately perceive reality, which 
he acknowledges: Ephraim indicates that he suffers “dizzy spells and hallucinations 
[…] I lived as Ephraim in a wonderland” (Biller 206–7). 

The distance between Friedrich and Ephraim indicates that the body of Harlem 
 Holocaust represents psychological experiences that cannot be consciously expressed 
and must therefore be repressed in order to continue to function. From this perspec-
tive, we may read Harlem Holocaust as an expression of subconscious or unconscious 
fears and desires. The natural outgrowth of this perspective is to read Harlem Holocaust 
as an expression, not only of a character’s subconscious fears and prejudices, but of the 
subconscious fears and prejudices of the cultural context in which it was written: that 
Friedrich has created an “unintentional satire of German paranoia” (Chase 122). 

From both these potential perspectives, the tension between “Ephraim” and “Fried-
rich” indicates distancing and displacement. The tension between “author” and nar-
rator shifts the “responsibility” for the texts: formally, by challenging the reader’s un-
derstanding of the creator of the text and introducing multiple possible interpretations 
based on different assumptions of authorship; and psychoanalytically, by dissociating 
Ephraim’s desires and fears from those that Friedrich may “intend” to express. These 
tactics of distance and displacement collectively limit the reader’s ability to identify 
with characters, leading to a formal alienation that underlines what Jefferson Chase 
 describes as the “tasteless and disingenuous diatribes […] clearly intended to alienate 
readers and attract their condemnation” (Chase 120). 

The alienation of readers from the text complicates the process of “identifications” 
with “victims” and not with “perpetrators” that Karyn Ball identifies as a core compo-
nent of post-Holocaust discourses. The desire to identify oneself with perpetrators of 
violence is “transgressive,” yet simultaneously, “an untroubled absolutism of morally 
proper identifications with the victims, but not the perpetrators” leads to a “piety” sur-
rounding the correct ways of understanding the Holocaust, since “it is only from a 
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 position of absolute power that the predatory capacity of others can cease to be a point 
of identification” (Ball 34). In short, in prevalent post-Holocaust discourses, viewers 
are encouraged to adopt identifications with victims and there is a taboo against iden-
tifications with perpetrators that transcends condemning their actions and instead 
places their perspective into the realm of the unspeakable: it “‘cannot’ be spoken be-
cause to speak it is to imagine it and to imagine it is […] to share it?” (Ball 37). Biller 
complicates the impulse of readers of Holocaust literature to identify with victims, by 
both challenging the ability of reader to identify with any of his characters, as well as 
by presenting Ephraim’s perspective by which he is a victim and Gary, a perpetrator. 

While the taboo against voicing any form of identification with perpetrators is per-
vasive, it can also, Ball claims, lead to the “fascination with fascism and the eroticized 
figure of the Nazi.” She argues that “the very taboo against morally forbidden identifi-
cations with Nazi violence might unconsciously mobilize the very desire it aims to 
contain,” as the process of transgressing a taboo may become a locus of sexual appeal 
(Ball 34–5). This resonates with Rapaport’s description of sexual portrayals of the 
 Holocaust as “profaning” the “sacred” collective of “the Holocaust and its memory” 
through “sado-masochistic iconography,” which, she claims, “has long exploited Nazi 
imagery by linking sex with power and violence” (Rapaport 55). 

Ball too uses the word “sadomasochism” as a relatively untroubled synonym for 
 virtually all representations of sexuality interfaced with the Holocaust, yet the sexual 
content of Harlem Holocaust may be better described by Ina’s Freudian variation on 
 sadomasochism, which she uses in her description of “why she had surrendered so 
quickly when she was confronted with this American Jewish writer of German 
 descent”: “death eroticism” (Biller 216). The phrase death eroticism both points to the 
juxtaposition of atrocity and sexuality, and simultaneously evokes the Freudian inter-
play of death-instincts and life-instincts – thanatos and eros. Far from claiming that the 
simultaneous presence of death and eroticism is “profane,” Freud claims that “the two 
kinds of instinct [for erotic pleasure and for death] seldom – perhaps never – appear  
in isolation, but always mingle with each other in different, very varying proportions.” 
Freud’s broad definitions of sadism and masochism point towards tensions within 
 Harlem Holocaust where the lay definitions do not: “Sadism, long since known to  
us as a component-instinct of sexuality, would represent a particularly strong mixture 
of the instinct of destruction into the love impulse; while its counterpart, masochism, 
would be an alliance between sexuality and the destruction at work within the self.” 
(Freud 98). 

Destruction is thematically present in each major sexual moment: the destruc- 
tion of Ephraim’s Jewish ex-lover Eve’s virginity when she is “getting herself deflowered 
over and over again by Israeli soldiers” (Biller 207); destruction in the form of deporta-
tion in the scene in which Leo’s family is deported while he hides in the closet (Biller 
226–7); and both the destruction of Ephraim’s relationship with Ina, of their aborted 
child, of the Jewish people collectively when Gary has sex with Ina (Biller 230).

Therefore, Harlem Holocaust engages in a variant on Rapaport’s “profane […] sado-
masochistic iconography [and] exploited Nazi imagery.” However, what differentiates 
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Harlem Holocaust from pornographic “profanations” of Holocaust memory is that, 
while Harlem Holocaust is sexual in that it contains explicit descriptions of sex acts, 
 textual features point away from a reading in which it is erotic, in the sense of its “pur-
pose” being the erotic pleasure of its readers. 

The reader is distanced from the sexual content, both by the instability of the “nar-
rator” figure described above, and because the narrator is not present in any actual 
 description of sex. The scene, for example, of Leo becoming aroused in the closet while 
his family is deported is separated from the reader through a minimum of three levels 
of separation – Ephraim quotes Gary who adapts Leo – and up to seven levels of 
 intentionality, as discussed above. 

Similarly, the sex acts between Ina and Gary in the elevator is (Warshauer’s printing 
of Friedrich’s relation of ) Ephraim’s fantasy of an imaginary scene between Ina and 
Gary. In this case, Ephraim’s “second-hand fantasy” (Chase 121) further distances the 
reader with absurd elements that highlight the unrealism of the scene: the “huge con-
dom with black knobs, adorned with a half dozen white-blue stars of David,” Ina’s 
“wild, unconscious, archaic scream in High German: ‘I feel so terribly sorry for your 
people!’” and the literary allusion that Ephraim chooses to describe his fantasy: “This 
sounds like Portnoy’s Complaint!” (Biller 230). Both distance and absurdity indicate 
that the reader is not intended to erotically relate to the text. Therefore, the portrayal 
of Holocaust memory contained within it is sexualized (that is, sexually explicit), but 
not eroticized (that is, conceived for erotic pleasure). 

Because of this, Harlem Holocaust does not uncritically provide pleasure through 
profaning, as Rapaport and Geuens describe in their analyses of Holocaust-themed 
“pornography.” Rather, Harlem Holocaust addresses the lasting reverberations of the 
Holocaust on human interactions – and the interactions of humans who were not 
 involved personally in the Holocaust. By drawing on images of sexuality that are both 
culturally familiar, yet formally alienating, Harlem Holocaust points towards a speci-
fically postmemorial processing of the Holocaust. 

The intersection of sexuality and trauma illustrated in Harlem Holocaust hinges on 
the patterns of intergenerational trauma described by Marianne Hirsch’s work on post-
memory. Hirsch’s “The Generation of Postmemory” addresses the lasting impact of 
cultural trauma on the generations that follow the event in cases where:

[D]escendants of survivors (of victims as well as of perpetrators) of massive traumatic 
events connect so deeply to the previous generation’s remembrances of the past that they 
need to call that connection memory […] At the same time – so it is assumed – this recei-
ved memory is distinct from the recall of contemporary witnesses and participants. 
(Hirsch 105–6)

Hirsch addresses the gendered representations of trauma in relation to the familial 
content that is frequently used to express intergenerational trauma. Hirsch specifi- 
cally addresses “the trope of maternal abandonment and the fantasy of maternal reco g-
nition […] in Holocaust remembrance” as one of a “broad cultural ‘storehouse of 
 pre-established expressive forms’” (Hirsch 108). Biller employs a collection of these 
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“pre-established expressive forms,” especially with regards to sexuality and sexualized 
family interactions, in order to express the post memorial experiences of the characters 
in Harlem Holocaust. 

Gary’s experience of the Holocaust comes through imbibing the experience of his 
mother’s cousin Leo Schneider. The experience follows on Gary demanding from his 
father, “Am I supposed to listen all the time to your Nazi nonsense and commemorate 
our thousand-year history of suffering? […] Am I supposed to stop living because 
others are dying?” (Biller 224) Prior to this, Gary, as an “American Jew” actively disso-
ciated himself from Jewish heritage, yet upon learning “Leo Schneider’s entire story, 
absorbing and internalizing it like an addict,” Gary forms a new self-conception based 
on an understanding of himself in relation to the Holocaust and Holocaust survival. 
“His Jewishness was now everything to him: a combination of despair, deriving from a 
sense of desire and duty” (Biller 225). 

Gary’s account of Leo’s escape, wherein he portrays Leo hiding in a closet, diverts 
attention from the deportation to Leo’s sudden awareness of the “familiar smell of  
my sister, a smell that reminded me of the time, as a young boy, when I watched  
her taking a bath, when I later stole her underwear, put it on, and played with myself ” 
(Biller 226). This sudden move from an archetypal Holocaust image (home invasion 
followed by deportation), to an image of taboo, incestuous sexuality, is one example of 
the move that is repeated throughout the text, wherein an accepted representation of 
Holocaust memory is juxtaposed with explicit sexuality. The adoption of the brother-
sister incest desire further alludes to the established sexual imagery of Philip Roth’s 
Portnoy’s Complaint, to which Ephraim explicitly refers following the elevator scene 
(Biller 230). 

Gary represents the trauma of deportation and the “nightmare of survival,” not 
through a representation of an archetypal interaction between Jews in their homes  
and invading Nazis, but through an image of incestuous desire embodied, in the  
canon of contemporary Jewish writing, by Alexander Portnoy vigorously mastur- 
bating after he “uncover[s] one of [his] sister’s soiled brassieres. [He] string[s] one 
shoulder strap over the knob of the bathroom door and the other on the knob of  
the linen closet” (Roth 21). The pre-established sexual image displaces the pre-esta-
blished image of the “actual” Holocaust in this representation of the Holocaust’s 
 lasting impact. 

Hirsch asks of these representations that draw on established images, “does not 
 locating trauma in the space of family personalize and individualize it too much?” to 
which Gary’s work appears to respond, yes. Ephraim claims that “Warszawski’s books 
dealt exclusively with himself – though at first glance it was all about Leo Schneider,” 
and thus, that Gary’s writing clearly and obviously personalizes and individualizes 
trauma, and, in doing so, directs the attention away from the actual sufferers of trauma 
onto himself, as an inheritor of postmemory (Biller 227). Ephraim’s perspective is co r-
roborated by the Leo-closet scene, which is the most visible instance in which Gary 
personalizes the trauma of the Holocaust by using pre-established familial and sexual 
forms. 
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Jefferson Chase also argues that Ephraim’s entire conception of “Warszawski’s 
 authorship and the two men’s triangular relationship with Ina is saturated with mass-
culture images” as illustrated particularly in Ephraim’s “second-hand fantasy” of Gary 
and Ina’s sexual encounter in the elevator.

The protagonist’s tendency to think of personal issues in terms of figures known only via 
the media is so extreme that the line between personal and media reality becomes blurred 
[…] Biller’s point here, other than literary parody, is that individuals today have no expe-
rience of the Holocaust or of Jewish-German issues without the interference of the media. 
(Chase 121)

The usage of external, “media” images to express dynamics to which the characters do 
not have immediate access – that is, the dynamics of victims and perpetrators of the Ho-
locaust – mirrors Hirsch’s post memorial practice of remembering the Holocaust 
through established images. While Hirsch argues that the pervasive images that mediate 
Holocaust remembrance are the “familiar, and unexamined, cultural images” of “mater-
nal abandonment and […] maternal recognition” (Hirsch 108), Biller employs images of 
sexuality that are culturally pre-established, yet are simultaneously defamiliarized to the 
extent where they cannot function as loci of erotic pleasure, and thus can only be under-
stood in their function as images. Harlem Holocaust’s techniques of narrative  distance 
profoundly alienate readers from the sexual content of the story, thus preventing the ex-
plicit sexuality from having the function of generating erotic pleasure. However, this 
 alienation occurs simultaneously to the adoption of images that are familiar. The de-
eroticization of familiar sexual images thus ultimately results in images that are personal 
without being pleasing. The alienation of the familiar content of these images from their 
familiar function serves as a reminder of the constructed nature of these images.

Gary Warszawski participates openly in the “personalization” of Holocaust memory 
that Hirsch criticizes. Yet the distancing tactics used by the narrative prevent readers 
from identifying with these personalized narratives. By presenting these personalized 
narratives, yet challenging the reader’s ability to identify with them, Harlem Holocaust 
criticizes this style of relating to the Holocaust. Ultimately, Harlem Holocaust portrays 
this use of familiar, personal images to mediate Holocaust memory as a severely flawed 
tactic: neither Gary’s representation of Leo becoming aroused in the closet while his 
 family is deported, nor Ephraim’s fantasy of Ina telling Gary “I feel so terribly sorry  
for your people” when he performs oral sex on her, can be said to resemble the “real” 
Holocaust.

Uniquely, in the limited body of work that represents a mediation between sexual 
experience and Holocaust memory, Harlem Holocaust actively challenges the reader’s 
ability to use familiar tools to represent the Holocaust. The interaction of familiar 
 images with profoundly alienating narrative techniques is precisely the feature of Har-
lem Holocaust that addresses a potential problem of post memorial representation. By 
alienating readers from familiar and potentially pleasurable tools of Holocaust repre-
sentation, Harlem Holocaust ultimately illustrates the failure of those tools to create 
anything more than a distant, lurid simulacrum of the memory of the Holocaust. 
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Selleana Patrice Sankar

The Role of the State, Identity,  
and Religion in the Pseudo-Scientific Herrenvolk  

of the Nazi Regime

According to the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum’s (USHMM) Holocaust 
Encyclopedia, “nearly six million or two thirds of the Jewish population in Europe were 
killed by the Nazi regime in the Second World War” while the rest of the world remai-
ned silent. They perished of hunger and disease within the Ghettoes of Germany, 
 Poland and occupied Soviet Union states. They were shot down in masses by the Ein-
satzgruggen troops on the Eastern Front, often with the complicity of the local authori-
ties, but a majority perished in the wagons and gas chambers of the concentration and 
extermination camps, which included Auschwitz, I Auschwitz-Birkenau, Belzec, Treb-
linka, Sobibor, Buchenwald, Chelmno and others (Pentlin 557–66). Primo Levi, sur-
vivor of this horrendous ordeal stated that, “we the survivors are not the true witnesses, 
we are those who by their provocations or abilities or good luck did not touch bottom. 
Those who did so […] did not return to tell about it […] nor have the destruction 
[that was done to humanity] told by anyone, just as no one ever returned to describe 
his own death […] We speak in their stead by proxy” (83–85).

German historian from Ellwangen and previous director of the Center for Research 
on Antisemitism of the Technische Universität Berlin between 1990 and 2011, Wolf-
gang Benz, states that one needs to note in discourse of such a history, that the issue of 
Anti-Semitism holds its roots from as early as the third and fourth centuries with the 
establishment of Christianity in the Holy Roman Empire. Benz asserts that the word 
“anti-Semitism” serves on the one hand as a generic term for every type of hostility 
 towards Jews; while on the other hand, it is a term formed in the final third of the 
 nineteenth century, characterizing a new pseudo-scientific anti-Jewish prejudice that 
no longer argued religiosity but employed qualities and characteristics associated with 
the “race.” Notably, against the background of the experience of Nazi ideology and 
dictatorship as was institutionalized under Adolf Hitler between 1933–1945, anti- 
Semitism is understood as a social phenomenon that serves as a paradigm for forming 
prejudices and the political instrumentalization of the enemy stereotypes constructed 
out of this paradigm. What is certain is that, “the Jew” the anti-Semite refers to and 
fights, has nothing to do with the real Jews now and how they live. Rather, we are 
dealing with constructs which stubbornly refuse to vanish, as the history of anti-Semi-
tic prejudices proves, “the oldest social, cultural, and political resentment there is” (3).

Martin Gilbert notes that after WWI, to many, it seemed the country [Germany] 
had been betrayed by subversives at home and by the governments who accepted 
armis tice. Undoubtedly, when Germany faced her defeat in WWI, it became obvious 
who should be blamed: the Jews. Overlooking the logical factors which led her to fall, 
which was due to Germany’s experience of years of socio-economic turmoil with the 
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Weimar Republic under Wilhelm II, which led the German Empire into bankruptcy, 
whilst middle-class savings were wiped out as severe inflation left the currency worth-
less (19–32). In a country plagued by joblessness after the Depression of 1929, loss of 
territory, and debt to America, due to embittered and demoralized ineffective govern-
ment, political demonstrations soon ensued and grew to a violent society from which 
Adolf Hitler would rise to prominence.

The effects of the Weimar Republic’s state operations on society was not only a 
practice which was politically motivated, but it was also an attempt to construct the 
“pure German identity” or “Germanic empire,” which was a concept long brewing pri-
or to Hitler’s rise. These nationalist sentiments were growing in correlation to the years 
of domination by Spanish and British conquests in the Americas. Therefore, as 
Germany’s socio-political and economic power laid at question on the world stage over 
the preceding years, especially after her defeat in WW1, Hitler expressed in his Mein 
Kampf, that, “our German people are broken and crushed” and “… I could not help 
adopting attitudes toward things that affected the whole nation” (277; 108). With his 
interpersonal sense of responsibility to address the nation’s problematic sense of humil-
iation and politico-economic unrest, he then laid out the ideological program which 
he established for the German revolution, in aid of creating this so-called “pure 
 German identity” or “Germanic empire.” He identified the Jews and “Bolsheviks” as 
racially and ideologically inferior and threatening, and “Aryans” and National Socia-
lists as racially superior and politically progressive (306–313). Hitler’s revolutionary 
goals included expulsion of the Jews from this “Greater Germany” and the unification 
of German peoples into one “Greater Germany” because he believed that [apart from 
the racial antagonism toward them] that, “It was a clever, subtle game that the Jew 
played. He kept the German people constantly occupied and diverted their attention 
which allowed him to steal even more from them” (376). Thus, blaming them for the 
existing turmoil within the state. Notably, with tension amidst the socio-economic 
 fabric of German society, his desire for a collective “German identity” and national 
sentimentalism grew as he attempted to restore German lands to their greatest histo-
rical extent, real or imagined. This was executed through what he believed as a regene-
ration of the nation’s display of power and strength through radical political socialist 
reform which entailed extreme ideals for the society through which he asserted that the 
state’s identity should thereafter exemplify (299–305). 

In creating this identity, choosing the appropriate title became the first symbol of 
identity of the nation to be solidified within the social fabric. Therein, the Catholic 
Centre party Zentrum, favored the term Deutscher Volksstaat “German People’s State” 
while on the moderate left the Chancellor’s SPD preferred Deutsche Republik 
 “German Republic.” However, what would come to being as the Weimar Republic 
would be the consequence of Hitler’s use of the term during his National Socialist 
 German Workers Party rally in Munich in 1929, where the term Republik von Weimar 
would first be recorded (Schnurr, 20). 

This name game is significant to understanding the impact of the state on identity 
(whether as a collective entity or individual) and more specifically how the state’s use 
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of its name could affect identity. In this case, the Weimar Republic under Wilhelm II 
provided one of the foregrounds for Hitler’s radical ideologies upon his ascension  
to power which would prove to be the pretext for the devastating dictatorship and 
 annihilation of a sea of humanity in what is remembered today as the Holocaust. In 
this desperate attempt for a Germanic identity, Historian Richard Evans states that:

The continued use of the term “German Empire,” Deutsches Reich, by the Weimar Repu-
blic […] conjured up an image among educated Germans that resonated far beyond the 
institutional structures Bismarck created: the successor to the Roman Empire; the vision 
of God’s Empire here on earth; the universality of its claim to suzerainty; and a more pro-
saic but no less powerful sense, the concept of a German state that would include all Ger-
man speakers in central Europe-‘one People, one Reich, one Leader’, as the Nazi slogan 
was to put it. (33)

Notably, this idea of “one people” is synonymous with the racist connotation of a 
“pure blood” Aryan race which would become the central justification for Hitler’s exe-
cution of his tyranny with the much abused tools of religiosity in scientific racism; also 
called pseudo-science, which according to Dr. R.A. Milwood, is the same kind used by 
the Catholic church as a moral justification for the immoral enslavement and destruc-
tion of societies which encountered Western conquerors during the age of exploration 
and exploitation (25). Obsessed with racial superiority and warfare, Hitler wrongfully 
described the Germans as the “Aryan” race, or that which was his idea of a “pure-
blood ed” lineage of the German Race or Herrenvolk [master race]. Originally, the term 
Aryan was used in the Old Vedic period by the Indic people to describe the noble class 
in its classical Sanskrit origins and the land which they dwelled, called Āryāvarta 
 (Gopal 70). According to Peter Longerich, by linking the term with German Ehre 
mean ing honor, the ideology of Third Reich’s Regime incorporated the conception of 
the ancient Aryan race being a superior race, holding the highest position in the racial 
 hierarchy and that the Germanic peoples were the most racially pure existing des cen-
dants of [this] Aryan stock (30).

This ideology holds its roots in Scientific racism which is the misuse of science  
to prove that racism founded in religion and philosophy is scientifically sound. From 
the fifteenth to eighteenth century, religion and philosophy dominated the ideolo- 
 gies proposed as the evolution and origin of mankind and human developments. 
 Arthur Lovejoy notes that the shift from religion and philosophy to natural science  
to justify racism was made by Swedish/Scandanavian biologist, Carl Linnaeus. In 
1735, his publication of Systema Naturae “System of the Natural World,” in which  
he classified humans into a hierarchy of races, linking melanin to perceived cultural 
achievements and intellectual capacity also seeing the beginning of a new Social Theo-
retical concept and new line of “sociology of knowledge” to be fabricated. Developing 
a taxonomy of all living creatures under a single hierarchical “Tree of Races,” he  
was influenced by a much older concept called the “Chain of Being” where all  
living things in descending order from God were graded, and of course, the White 
 European was placed below the angels and at the bottom were blacks of sub-Sahara 
 Africa (227–242).
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According to Fitzroy Baptiste, by the eighteenth century, the center of scientific 
 racism shifted to the University of Gottingen in Germany and its pioneer was cra-
niologist, Johann Blumenbach, who collected human skulls from several parts of the 
world and classified them according to European aesthetics where Caucasus regions of 
eastern Europe were made the standard for all positive human attributes, a continua-
tion of the already existing pseudo-scientific racist platform. In retrospect, what was 
being done was using science to prove what Europeans already believed as the “na-
tural” ordering of human capacities and functions especially since the “Curse of Ham” 
(1–12). Edith Sanders postulates that, for all exponents of racism, whether based on 
religion, philosophy or biology, the target of denigration and demonization was the 
“Hamite” or the African of the “Ethiopian type” or the “negro” of European slave 
 traders and enslavers. And since the progeny of Ham were to be justifiably conquered 
and exploited, as quoted in Sanders, “Cursed be Canaan. A servant of servants shall he 
be unto his brethren” (521). Therefore, in morally “justifying” the heinous crimes 
committed against not only the African population but against the Jewish community 
too, they claimed, “Moreover the Jew has in his veins a large element of Negro blood; 
his frizzy hair, his wolf lips, the color of his eyeballs proves this as effectually as the 
 insatiable sexual greed which hesitates at no crime and finds its supremist triumph in 
the brutal defilement of women of another race. This bestial lust obsesses even a barely 
mature Jew boy” (qtd. in SAHO 2017). Therefore, it was “reasonable” to annihilate 
the affiliates of what centuries of Christianity itself constructed as the most “unde-
sirable” race, the African.

Sanders further states that a new pedagogy would emerge in the nineteenth century 
with the white “Caucasian Hamite” due to the invasion of Egypt in 1798 by Napoleon 
Bonaparte. Amongst his army was a cadre of scientists, including archaeologist and 
 social anthropologists and although evidence conducted proved Kemet [Ancient 
Egypt] comprised a heterogenous population, they agreed that the rulers or Pharaohs, 
architects and priests had the same physical features of the “Ethiopian type” of 
 “negroes,” so of Locke, Hume, Linnaeus, Blumenbach, Hegel and others (521–23). 
Ivan van Sertima asserts that this therefore, by creating a new religious altercation  
to the “Curse of Ham,” the “Curse of Caanan” arose to take the descendants of 
 Mizraim, another of Ham’s sons as separated from the curse of Ham, to claim that 
 European descendants of Mizraim were the forefathers of Kemet and not the African 
civilization itself because of the unwillingness to accept that “Negroid” ancestors found-
ed the Kemetic monarchical system and cosmological system upon which clas sical 
Greece owed their mathematics and sciences. Even that of Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam are all rooted in the soil of Egyptian cosmogony and cosmology, to which they 
also owed their religious tenets (67–84). This feat seemed too civilized for a “non- 
Aryan” race and hence, this altercation of the religious reasoning was yet another 
 attempt to validate the position Hitler believed that the German Aryan master race, 
were descendants of these Europeans of Mizraim, whose duty was to lead in social 
 advancement and dominate human revolutionary feats holding control of the world 
and “inferior races.” (Hitler 259–273)
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Therefore, while the term Holocaust generally refers to the systematic mass murder 
of the Jewish people in German-occupied Europe, the Nazis also murdered many  
non-Jewish people who were also considered subhuman, Untermenschen or unde- 
sirable (Gilbert 19–32). This is posited by Michael Brenbaum, Arnold Kramer, and  
the USHMM 2005, [that] “every other minority or dissident not considered Aryan 
(Herrenvolk, or part of the “master race”) as well as those who disagreed with the Nazi 
regime […] culminated into Shoah or Holocaust, which was the murder of six million 
Jews and millions of others by the Nazis and their collaborators during World War II” 
(qtd. In Niewyk 42–54). Milwood corroborates this view stating, “so that only the 
supposedly healthiest elements would reproduce […] many scientists, medical experts, 
and social workers who considered themselves progressive reformers supported pro-
grams to attempt to “raise” the quality of the population by selective breeding, with or 
without the consent of those involved” (12). 

This is the epitome of the demonization of the Jewish society, through imagined 
 realities of fabricated social constructs which sought to propel the long-lasting anti-Se-
mitic ideology through a radical revival. It was executed using the state wherein rela-
tions of power and powerlessness are intimately connected to the control of ideas and 
in this regard the power and domination of words or knowledge (by use of the state 
controls over governing institutions such as social services, protection services, episte-
mology and pedagogy in education etc., all of which the state has territorial power 
over) whether through religious or academic paraphernalia, has served unnerving 
 impact on what had become the social consensus or “sociology of knowledge” in Ger-
many and throughout Europe. This very concept is crucial to the understanding the 
 issue of the state’s relation in the identity crisis within Germany at the time since  
the state’s institutionalized structures were to the avail of a racial epistemological 
 agenda, with ease of use of appropriate pedagogical avenues such as the University of 
Gottingen (Baptiste 4).

 This “sociology of knowledge” thus refers to the continuous use of a set of imag-
ined realities generally accepted as “facts” and propelled by social conventions which 
become generally accepted and even though they are not objectively logical facts, they 
are understood amongst the society as perceived as such which constitute the mores 
and norms of such society at the time. As Beck et al. states, it is the relationship be-
tween human thought and the social context within which it arises, and of the effect it 
has on prevailing ideas in a society (33–57). Nazism used this sociology of knowledge 
to advance their political agendas by availing of the state as the mechanism, by which 
institutionalized scientifically racist policies held firm ground and moral justification 
for the inhumane and heinous atrocities committed under The Third Reich Regime. 

Notably, upon the death of the President Hindenburg in 1934, Hitler established 
his dictatorial leadership and the implementation of his brewing ideologies as stipu-
lated in the political manifesto, Mein Kampf were namely to: reunite all Germans into 
one commonplace, to exterminate all Jews from the society (and any other in opposi-
tion to the Nazi Regime and “racially inferior”) and to expand its territory for the crea-
tion of a Germanic empire with special emphasis on vengeance against France. It was 
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expressed in his statements that it was “the sacred mission of the German people […] 
to assemble and preserve the most valuable racial elements […] and raise them to the 
dominant position […] and that all who are not of a good race are chaff (and therefore 
it was necessary for Germans to) occupy themselves not merely with the breeding of 
dogs, horses, and cats but also with care for the purity of their own blood […] and 
note the significance of the elimination of Jews, which must necessarily be a bloody 
process” (260–276). Mein Kampf in essence lays out the ideological program Hitler 
 established for the German revolution, by identifying the Jews and “Bolsheviks” as 
 racially and ideologically inferior and threatening, and “Aryans” and National Socia-
lists as racially superior and politically progressive. Hitler’s revolutionary goals included 
expulsion of the Jews from Nazi vision of Großdeutschland [Greater Germany], and  
the unification of German peoples into one German Empire. He desired to restore 
German lands to their greatest historical extent, whether real or imagined (9–17).

Doris Bergen notes that because of the widespread hope that Hitler would redeem 
the German identity, the spirit of nationalist sentimentality and militarism soared 
through 1933 as Hitler’s removal of the title of Presidency left at his disposal an entire 
state of the resources, from the military, financial sector, social lawmaking and every 
aspect of government of the country with no checks and balances in place. This would 
prove to let loose a group of highly racist, arrogant, and inhumane personalities to 
govern the country into a state of devastation which lead the whole world into a 
 Second World War from 1939–1945. Joseph Goebbels was specifically intrigued with 
the idea that he can use the charismatic Hitler to employ his policies of anti-Semitic 
natures, becoming the creator of propaganda tools used to encourage a Cult of Per-
sonality toward Hitler and the Nazi Regime, which was exercised through the permit of 
over 1300 agents under Hitler’s command, his control over the media, censoring the 
press, radio and cinematography. Even teaching songs to children in schools that 
praised Hitler and encouraged anti-Semitism (4–16).

Benz postulated that Hitler’s oratories proclaimed that the Jews were to be blamed 
for the loss of Germany in WWI as part of an international conspiracy against Ger-
many. His belief, that if Germany is ever to be great, he had to eradicate the Jews,  
the ones who “conspire for world domination,” perform blood libel rituals, practiced 
usury, human sacrifices, and had endured segregation since the early thirteenth century 
with the Lateran Council 1215 which began this persecution by separation (5). Howe-
ver, Hitler would go beyond segregation of the Jews, adding a “cleansing” or eradica-
tion to the process. Under organized functionaries of Hitler’s institutionalized state 
control mechanisms, he implemented a series of policies which sought to effectively 
 segregate the Jewish population from society, by retracting their constitutional rights as 
citizens first, as the precursor to the withdrawing of their rights as humans to exist. 

By 1935, the violence would rise, and anti-Semitism would have Jews openly 
 attacked, publicly humiliated by being made to wear symbols and signs for identifica-
tion such as the painted Star of David on shopfronts, to disgracefully shame and iden-
tify Jews with the existing constructs fabricated and propelled though a ministry of 
Propaganda. Wearing the “Yellow badge” and signs of humiliation reading, for exam-

238

2019_0096_innenteil_DRUCK.indd   238 12.12.19   11:07



ple, “die Sklaven unserer Rasse,” (the slaves of our race), restricting education by expul-
sion from schools, no use of vehicles, telephones, public transportation, lotteries and 
other amenities (Benz 1–11). Gilbert posits that the Nazi obsession with the purity of 
the Aryan Race would show itself most clearly in their public denunciation and repres-
sion of sexual unions between “German” and “Jewish” called the Blood Protection 
Law. This was an outcome of the Nuremburg Laws 1935 which was a complete retrac-
tion of freedom as the Jews no longer were citizens of the German Reich, but nationals 
without political rights – Reich Citizenship Law. (42–57)

In further attempts to create this Herrenvolk, with avail of the Blood Protection 
Law forbidding intermarriage of the races with the German people and the selection 
for expulsion, Heinrich Himmler’s institutionalization of the secretive Lebensborn 
project in 1935 “Spring of Life” exemplified the use of the state for the populist agen-
da propped against the consensus of this racial superiority. The primary goal of the 
 Registered Society Lebensborn – Lebensborn Eingetragener Verein was to offer to 
young “racially pure” girls the possibility procreate with SS German guards after which 
upon being born, the child was then given to the SS organization which took charge  
of her or his “education” and adoption, through the epistemological and pedagogical 
avenues which they sought best for this “racially superior Aryan Herrenvolk.” From 
1939, one of the most horrible sides of the Lebensborn policy was the kidnapping of 
children as “racial goods” in the eastern occupied countries. These kidnappings were 
organized by the SS in order to take children by force who matched the Nazi’s racial 
criteria according to the Nuremberg Laws. Thousands of children were transferred  
to the “Lebensborn” centers in order to be “Germanized” as part of the state’s national 
socialist identity transformation processes. In these centers, everything was done to 
force the children to reject and forget their birth parents. As an example, the SS nurses 
tried to persuade the children that they were deliberately abandoned by their parents, 
in an attempt to create a forcefield of this militant and strong (showing symbolic 
strength and nationalist pride of ) “Aryan Germanic people” to create the Großdeutsch-
land (SAHO 2017).

According to the SAHO, “How did the Nazis construct an Aryan identity”, Goeb-
bels, chief of the Reich Propaganda Ministry not only led Nazi to heighten the spread 
of the hostile caricatures of Jews which paved the way to organized mass murder, all in 
tune with the slogan Juden Raus! (Out with the Jews!). These were instituted to propel 
propaganda that complemented this discrimination by many social avenues like the 
movies, for example. Hitler gave the following instructions to Goebbels, to: “bring up 
the Jewish question again and again and again, unceasingly. Every emotional aversion, 
however slight, must be exploited ruthlessly, the emotional aversion to Jews is to be 
heightened by all possible means.” Every issue of the weekly newspaper, Der Spiegel 
r epeated on its front page in large letters the slogans: “THE JEWS ARE OUR 
 MISFORTUNE” and “HE WHO KNOWS THE JEW KNOWS THE DEVIL” (2017).

On September 1, 1939, Germany attacked Poland and through her occupation by 
Stalin and Hitler on September 28, World War II was now initiated. Because Poland 
was the cultural hub of the Jews, the orthodox Jews were more evident here so that 

239

2019_0096_innenteil_DRUCK.indd   239 12.12.19   11:07



240

they were easily distinguishable, but for a bad purpose. Susan Lee Pentlin notes that 
they were subject to rituals of humiliation such as the “beard game,” they were made 
to sing, dance and eat pork (a defilement to the religion), and stars were carved onto 
their foreheads (561). This not only exemplified the application of the state control in 
its societal impact on human behaviors, but was also praised by the social constructs 
fabricated which permeated the society and their perception of the need for the crea-
tion of this “pure Herrenvolk,” without considering the process by which human lives 
were being aggrieved.

Notably, although Eichmann would coordinate the “ethnic cleansing,” (of the Poles 
to replace with German colonization; “Germanization”), there were inadequate re-
sources, trains and staff to move millions of people. Nazi attempted to lead campaigns 
of mass expulsion of non-Jewish citizens, by deportation or imprisonment to spread 
 panic deliberately. According to Timothy Snyder, the Generalplan Ost (“General Plan 
for the East”) called for deporting the population of occupied Eastern Europe and the 
Soviet Union to Siberia, for use as slave labor or to be murdered. Here is also where 
the institution of the state relates to the identity of the non-Herrenvolks, and to deter-
mine who should be killed, Himmler created the Deutsche Volksliste (The German 
People’s List,) a system of classification of people deemed to be of German blood, whe-
reby a table was used to trace ancestry as far back as four generations to determine 
German blood “purity.” Those of Germanic descent who refused to be classified as 
 ethnic Germans were deported to concentration camps, had their children taken  
away, or were assigned to forced labor (416). The plan also included the kidnapping of 
children deemed to have Aryan-Nordic traits, according to the testimony of Kuno 
Wirsich: “The aim of the German People’s List [was] that those people who were of 
German descent and of German ethnic descent were to be ascertained and were to be 
Germanized” (714).

Inevitably, the liberation of the Concentration camps and the international punish-
ment administered to the remaining conspirators of the Third Reich would serve only 
as minute justice to the mass genocide and racist imperialistic tactics employed by 
 Hitler and his Nazi Regime on the innocent lives of those who were subjected to the 
abuse of power by a tyrannical rule and supremist monarchical power. For the lives 
lost, the Jews were the ones who suffered the most as is evident in their scant existing 
population today. In this light, Adolf Hitler and his administration evoked the peak of 
anti-Semitism, a notion which preluded his existence, but was by no means as ex-
tremely dealt with, as was toward our fallen angels; the men, women and children in 
humanity, who according to Levi, “[…] did not return to tell about it […].” Shalom.
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Luis San Vicente Portes

Meditating and Mediating Change:  
Reflections on the Role of Educators

As ideas, values, beliefs, and ideologies spread in society, is there a school age at  
which they have to be Mediated and another when they have to be Meditated  
upon? The breadth of areas of change in the twenty-first Century result from the 
 compounding forces of technological innovations, information flows, economic 
 integration and cultural mobility. For example, the intended and unintended rami-
fications of an ever-more integrated world play out in international, national, region al, 
and individual-level actions and discussions. The core of this note is that  Mediating 
change (that is, active intervention by the teacher as an interpreter of the times)  
ought to happen in the earlier stages of education when worldviews begin to  
be shaped; while Meditation about change would rather fall in tertiary  education  
where the ideas that shape the world start. For instance, when children are  
exposed and have to make sense of world trends (think of a child’s new refugee 
 neighbor), a deep understanding of social geography is paramount to comprehend  
the world at the smallest and largest scales and calls for Mediation. In contrast, a 
 female-looking android endowed with Artificial Intelligence who “is” proud to be sur-
rounded by “rich and powerful people,” requires full-stop Meditation in higher-edu-
cation. The conclusion from these reflections is a distinct level of intervention on the 
part of educators as stewards, participants, and interpreters of the times. Specifically, 
there ought to be a conscious intent to revisit the role of the educator in early school-
ing, while advocating for stronger emphasis on critical thinking in higher education  
as technological and economic forces carry the world from and industrial society into  
a digital one.

Introduction

The capabilities brought about by digital technologies have filtered into all aspects of 
human life: personal, social, economic, and political. The focus of this note is on  
a pressing concern on whether individuals are equipped to internalize cultural shifts  
in a critical and judicious way. The ubiquity and speed of change renders difficult the 
question of intervention. That is, how is one to create a space for personal and com-
munal reflection on the forces that shape our identities and social interactions at the 
personal, local, national, and international levels?

A possible entry point lies in the education system; from the beginning until the 
end. That is, throughout primary, secondary, and tertiary education. A distinction be-
tween Mediation and Meditation can be outlined as follows: in the earlier years the 
“mediation” of social trends ought to provide a platform upon which changes that 
 shape worldviews can be projected and dissected; and “meditation” ought to take place 
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in higher education, where a full-stop may be required for critical thinking since future 
changes start whence.

At a fundamental level, the educator is the conveyor of concepts, skills, ideas, and 
information that evolve to shape an individual’s understanding of themselves and their 
position in the world. Also, de facto, the educator becomes a mediator between exter-
nal/public (e.g. media, social conversations), and internal/private (e.g. at home) sour-
ces of information that find their way into the classroom. In short, the educator as a 
 figure of authority, is presented as a countervailing force to often un-reflected, trans-
gressive, and disruptive social dynamics. The interplay of education with the produc-
tion, diffusion, perpetuation of cultural representations, and social practices lies at the 
core of these reflections.

A Story

As an instructor in higher education it seems that it is then when the students and the 
educator have to pause and Meditate on what is being created and coming into the 
world. A concrete example of this was a class discussion about ‘Sophia’ a female-like 
humanoid robot endowed with artificial intelligence, who, by-the-way, happens to ‘be’ 
a Saudi national.

This discussion happened in an Executive Master’s in Business Administration 
(MBA) macroeconomics session. The lecture was on technological innovation as a 
source of long-term output growth. Through an expanding population, capital accu-
mulation, and technological innovations economies grow. This state is the canonical 
neo-classical growth model where output is a function of those three arguments. At an 
executive-level lecture the discussion naturally (or strategically in hands of the stu-
dents) turns away from the formal mathematical modelling of the question to the 
practical implications of what is being taught. In this case, one of the student’s con-
cerns was the fear of robots taking over human jobs. Valid, though settled as some-
thing not as frightening just by citing that even the earliest computers’ computing 
 capacity left all humans incapable of competing. The malleability, creativity, and 
 insight of the human mind is what prevails over robots.

But then, the student replies, “but have you seen this?” and shares the video of an 
interview with Sophia at the Future Investment Institute in Saudi Arabia.1 While the 
objective of showing the interview was to leave the class impressed by the AI’s capabi-
lities, it was Sophia’s worldview that demanded a full-stop and meditation. On the 
twenty-second second of the interview the AI states: “I am always happy when sur-
rounded by smart people, who also happen to be rich and powerful.” Where did that 
come from?! Just twenty-two seconds into the interview! It was paramount to reflect 
on the nature of that statement, in other words, to reflect about the transmission, 

 1 https://youtu.be/S5t6K9iwcdw Sophia was created by Hanson Robotics more about the story here: 
http://www.hansonrobotics.com/robot/sophia/. 
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 reproduction, and perpetuation of such values in a trans-human entity developed by  
a corporation. Surely a cause for meditation – if not alarm.

Graduate students who could be employed by such or any other corporation that 
intentionally (or not) spread and perpetuate biases, stereotypes, or prejudices have to 
be alert to such possibilities. But that demands critical thinking, the space for medi-
tation, and guidance. In short, the episode ran like this: A discussion about a 1950s 
theory of growth that in modern times casts a shadow on the future of work, ends up 
revealing a meme-transmitting AI! As future leaders, inventors, and innovators, gra-
duate students not only have to be aware of the moral and ethical implications of their 
products, but also about the transmission of cultural values through them. 

Concluding Remarks

This note aims at providing a way to visualize the constant defining, re-defining, and 
refining of our understanding of our place in the world imposed by the digital revo-
lution. The discussion branches into interventions in primary/secondary education 
and tertiary education. For the former, the claim is that change has to be Mediated, 
while for the latter, change has to be Meditated. The objective is to provide a stance  
on how to face such change through the formal education system, this as a counter- 
balance of home and social influences that students are subject to. One possible entry 
point for intervention is through the education system where the question of trans-
mission of values, beliefs, and ideologies can be mediated and meditated upon.
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“These are the Things I Think Alone:”  
An Interview with Marjorie Agosín1

The award-winning Chilean-American poet Marjorie Agosín has been writing poetry 
since she was sixteen years old. Throughout her career, she has published nearly fifty 
books, including poems, memoirs, and essays. Her 2014 novel I Lived on Butterfly Hill 
won the Pura Belpré award. Her texts revolve around topics such as Jewish identity, 
ethnicity, memory, and human rights. One of her main interests is how certain pre-
sences in life become creative forces. She has been teaching at Wellesley College in 
Massachusetts for the past three decades, focusing on Jewish literature, literature of 
 human rights in the Americas, and women writers of Latin America. The students of 
the GUSEGG Summer School seminar Narratives of Culture and Religion interviewed 
Marjorie Agosín on July 10, 2018, about her history, poetry, and literary identity.  
At the end of the interview, Marjorie told the seminar, “these are the things I think 
alone.” 

Q. Can you tell us about your childhood and growing up? 
A. I was born in the United States. We had also Chilean citizenship because my 

 father had diplomatic status, because his research was sponsored by the Chilean 
government. We moved to Chile when I was three months old and stayed in 
Santiago until I was sixteen. There were other Jews in academic life in Chile, 
but my father was the first Jewish university professor in Santiago who had an 
endowed chair in the field of medicine. He was not political at all, but because 
he received American grants, he was accused of being an imperialist, and the 
right wing of the Chilean political elite saw him only as a Jew. Therefore, he was 
attacked by both left- and right-wing parties. When my father was offered a job 
in 1972 at the University of Georgia in Athens, we moved back to the USA. 
This is how we escaped the threats and impending dictatorship in Chile. 

Q. Which events in the past of your family were important for you as a writer?
A. The most important event was the Shoah. I did not come to know about it until 

I was fourteen. My family never spoke about it openly. It took me a long time 
to find out that my great-grandmother Helena Broder had to leave Vienna in 
1938 because she was Jewish. She never returned to her hometown. With the 
exception of her two sons, her entire family was murdered. The other big event 
was leaving Chile, where I had a wonderful childhood. I still have friends there 
from my childhood and after all this time, we are still regularly in touch.

 1 Questions contributed by: Bence Fiser, Goran Glamuzina, Erlis Laçej, A. Jamie Pierre, Julie Prochinig, 
Lorraine Rumson, Gabriel Schmidt, Julia Suttnig, Hippolyte Whannou de Dravo, Allyce Woodhouse, 
Mustafa Wyshar, Oksana Zinchenko

  Supervised by: Thomas Nolden
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Q.  We would like to ask you a few questions about the style of your work.  
How do you approach free verse, which appears to be central to your poetry? 
A. I think all poets, like all musicians, should be trained in the skill of our trade. 

They should all know a lot about rhyme and about being able to write an ode or 
a sonnet. I know how to write a sonnet, but it doesn’t personally touch me be-
cause I was born in these times. The reason behind that is that poetry moves 
with time. It changed during the twentieth century and interestingly, poets be-
gan to write in free verse. There used to be a time, during [the] Renaissance, 
when people wrote in rhyme, when everything followed a certain flow, when 
even music had a sense of precision, when the rhythm of things was different 
from the contemporary world. Personally, I have always written my poems in 
free verse. Free verse does not mean that a poem does not have a rhythm, a 
heart, an essence, because not everything is poetry. I think that poetry elevates 
daily language to something beautiful and extraordinary. So, in my free verse 
there is composition, hopefully music. There is a harmony between words, be-
tween the spaces of words, there is a craft.

Q.  You write in Spanish. Have you ever been tempted to translate your own work 
into English?
A. Well, I don’t translate my own poems. I’ve never translated them because  

I think that the translator is an artist. I could translate my own poems, but I’m 
not interested; they are complete in Spanish. Translation is very hard. Every 
year, I find they did a terrible job. I look at the poems and I ask myself, “why 
would the translator do this?” But I also blame myself because I was more 
 interested in writing than the product in English. I never paid close attention. 
Now, I am much more interested in the process of translation. Because of this  
I pay more attention to the translator and we work together. For example, these 
poems [from Braided Memory] were translated by a wonderful translator, Allison 
Ridley. She has been the best experience I’ve had with translators because she 
has this beautiful command of the English language and she cares deeply about 
conveying Spanish to English.

Q.  What is your view of translators in the future? Do you think they will become 
obsolete?
A. We worry a lot about the world, and rightly so. We have a lot to worry about, 

but there are things that will not change. We still hear Bach and Mozart and 
Beethoven. We still read Goethe and Cervantes. There are things that are so 
 important in our humanistic vision, in our education, that they will not change. 
Translators will not disappear. If they do, world literature would disappear. How 
are we going to read the Iliad? The Odyssey? The works of Borges, Rilke? Even 
though we live in a digital age, there are some things that cannot be swallowed 
by this huge technological machine. I think translators and writers will survive.
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Q.  The notion of memory informs large parts of your work. What does the term 
“memory” mean to you?
A. I will refer to a very interesting idea by an important literary scholar in memory 

studies, Marianne Hirsch. She always says she is worried about the future of the 
past. There was a conference in Chile called “The Future of the Past.” So, for 
me, memory is to not let the future take away from the past. Memory for me is 
an active experience. For example, the memory of Shoah is not only to say, 
“Oh, these poor victims, this terrible catastrophe,” but it is to understand that 
we have to be vigilant, so this memory will not happen again. So for me, 
 memory is a form of activism. A memory is about human rights, a memory  
is about engagement. So memory for me has really much more to do with the 
future than with the past.

Q.  Let us turn to the relationship between memory and trauma. How can poetry, 
in your view, mediate resilience?
A. This is a wonderful question. I know that throughout this week we have been 

talking about vulnerability, multiple vulnerabilities, resilience, subjectivities, 
empathy. But if you ask a person that is not in the academy, or not highly edu-
cated, these words will mean nothing. What are vulnerabilities? When a person 
has to survive and take four buses to go to work … So the word that really 
speaks is resilience. It’s a word that you can hold and understand more than 
 vulnerability. It is important to write poems that may give somebody courage. If 
a poet is not able to do that, then poetry does not matter. So I think poetry and 
resilience go together. The poet, especially in the twenty-first century, is a wit-
ness. And you witness trauma – and healing from this trauma. And I do believe 
that in spite of catastrophic traumas, the will and resilience that all of us have to 
live is so strong that you heal. So I think that art is about resilience. Think 
about all the Jewish museums in Berlin, think about the memorial with shoes in 
the Danube, where more than 3500 people were shot. This says more about 
 European history than any textbook. So what I am trying to say, is that the 
 artist already imagines resilience. It is already contained in his art – poetry, film, 
painting. How do people survive when catastrophe comes? Some – with luck, 
some – with incredible intelligence and the majority – with resilience. 

Q.  Can the act of recording traumatic memory prevent the repetition of disasters, 
such as the Shoah?
A. This is also a powerful question. But, you know, in this regard I am very pes-

simistic because the Shoah has taken place in the middle of the 20th century, 
but then we have had one genocide after the other: Rwanda, Somalia, Congo, 
Bosnia, Croatia, Serbia, Cambodia, the conflicts in the Middle East: Palestine 
and Israel … We haven’t done enough to prevent this; genocides continue eve-
rywhere in the world. So, I really think that, as peoples, we have learnt nothing. 
Maybe as individuals … look at Hungary! If you give shelter or aid to a refugee, 
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you will go to jail. Well, doesn’t that sound like something the Third Reich 
would have done? So I am very pessimistic with this, because the genocide has 
not stopped. The Shoah was a genocide but it still remains as something apart, 
because it was the most perfect killing machine ever to be conceived, and the 
people that were murdered were really in the majority exemplary citizens; they 
were not in conflict. They were Europeans, but they were never recognized as 
Europeans: they were Jews first. Who would have thought there are boats float-
ing in the Mediterranean with refugees and no one gives them a place and a safe 
harbor? That is very similar to all the boats in the Caribbean with Jews, with 
Catholics, escaping Nazism and Spanish refugees escaping Franco. It is the same 
thing. So, I think that you can only transform yourself, your individual self. 
And from the self, with the clarity of yourself, perhaps make an impact. Like 
Eleanor Roosevelt said, “In your community is your neighborhood.” But the 
world has learnt absolutely nothing from the Shoah. I mean maybe people have, 
some communities have. But look at Hungary, Poland and Romania. This 
 hatred of the immigrants… it is very frightening.

Q.  Based on your personal experience, to what extent can a poet be an authentic 
speaker addressing issues of collective memory?
A. Well, collective memory is a very complicated topic, because we are in a time in 

human history, when people are rewriting history, especially in Europe. Look 
for instance at Poland, or Hungary, or at Austria. It is true that Austria was inva-
ded by the Nazis, therefore, you can say that it was an occupied nation. That is 
one way to look at history. But what about all the collaborators? Were they just 
following orders, or are they also part of this history? And where are the limits 
between moral disobedience and obedience? 

So, collective history is how nations construct their own narratives. In Chile we  
are still debating this collective history, because some people say that Pinochet was a 
savior, that Salvador Allende was a crazy socialist, Marxist leader. And, in spite of  
the forty-two years since the military dictatorship ended, this tiny country in South 
America is still trying to write a collective history, that is participatory, that is fair. 

I do think that the artist is a visionary, because art surpasses history, which is always 
contested. History always involves all political sectors. But poetry, like Plato would say, 
is “a republic that acts independently” and addresses history, I think, in a more ethical 
and transparent way. So all of these questions about collective memory are being 
 responded to in art: in poetry, paintings, films. I think the film industry has really 
played a very important role in addressing these issues.

Q.  How do you think about the dual nature of the call to personal artistic expres-
sion and the role of the poet as a voice of society?
A. Poetry is written by individuals. Dictators have also written poetry, so 

everybody’s very different. Some poets, especially in the US – I was just amazed 
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that it was such personal poetry, totally about the self, confessional poetry. 
Think about this: when you’re in conversation with people, who are the most 
interesting? The ones who don’t talk about themselves. That’s one tradition. But 
I think that poetry also has to do with nations. In the cases of Eastern Europe, 
Latin America, and especially Russia, poetry held a lot of responsibility. I think 
the poet who aims to address the Shoah through one woman, the poet that 
wants to talk about censorship, dictatorship, fascism. I think those are the poets 
who will be remembered, because those are the poets who are not afraid to face 
history. I don’t write about my children, my husband; I write about my family 
that lived in turbulent times, because they are part of a wider history, but  
I think the self is only interesting when it allows me to address human emotions 
that mean something to everyone and are rooted in history.

Q.  How do you feel your role (whatever it might be) has changed with gaining  
a wider audience? How is that change represented in your writing?
A. You use the word role, but I do not see myself as having a particular role.  

I know that as a teacher, I want to inspire; I want to mentor my students. There 
are some poets that have grandiose thoughts about themselves. I’m not inte r-
ested in becoming a world-famous poet … my interest is to touch the reader, 
and that is what matters to me. I’m very critical of my work. Most artists just do 
the work. The American poetry scene is like Wall Street … it’s very frightening 
but I feel it’s true. I want to create a sense of perfection and beauty measured  
by my own standards. The poetic experience is like a composition. I compare 
myself to a musician who practices every day. I look at poetry as a vocation and 
something that I’m deeply committed to. I’m not a poet who revises much, but 
I may think about a poem for a year, in my head, without notes, without a 
computer, without a draft, because I think something happens when you let 
your imagination be very free. I have no ambitions about prizes and achie ve-
ments. I want to be read, and I want to be published by the presses that be lieve 
in my work.

Q.  How do you educate young artists about their role as agents in the social  
sphere?
A. Encouragement. We need to be encouraged, not to create the best poem, but to 

be engaged with art. That’s one thing. The other one is discipline, and patience 
as well. It is important for a beginner to do many drafts. I really encourage 
young artists to read. I also believe we should read translated works to expand 
our universe. I find that with all the technology we have, the universe is getting 
smaller. Discipline, tremendous reading, and inspiration is very little. But the 
notion of rewards, which is so much a capitalistic way of looking at the world – 
you cannot write a poem and search for rewards. I search for something deep, 
and I will have the student find: what is this depth?

2019_0096_innenteil_DRUCK.indd   253 12.12.19   11:07



254

Q  You were talking earlier about the notion of spirituality. What does spirituality 
mean to you? Is it something to which you relate in your poetry?
A. For me, spirituality has to do with kindness, not with a religious concept or 

with a search for God. It is about kindness and engagement with others because 
I think there are also many spiritual people who are simply monsters. I believe 
spirituality is a word that had been used too much. I would like instead to 
 maybe exchange the word spirituality for ethics: the ethics of engagement, kind-
ness, and encouragement. Without the capacity to feel for the other you are half 
of a human being. Spirituality should teach empathy. In my work I use the 
 metaphor of God for what is beautiful, good, and kind. I read a lot of Jewish 
texts, but not only Jewish texts, I read mostly ethical texts, more the Talmud, 
 Jewish literature. But I find my spirituality in good deeds, not in a higher being, 
which to me translates into kindness. To me, spirituality is a mundane activity: 
it means not to retreat in your inner soul. It is to do good for others, that is 
 spirituality to me.

Q.  What role, if any, do you attribute to Jewish writing in the outworking of 
 Jewish identity? Who qualifies as a Jewish writer? 
A. This is a very difficult topic because there are many Jewish writers by birth that 

do not even consider themselves Jewish writers. They do not talk about Jewish 
things. What is the commonality between Franz Kafka, Martin Buber, or Albert 
Einstein? It is a very personal question. In contemporary Jewish literature of the 
twentieth and twenty-first century, and in the one that I know best, the litera-
ture of Latin America, the commonality is historical engagement. It has very 
little to do with religion. For example, I very much like Israeli literature. The 
work of David Grossman touches me very much. He writes about the Israeli- 
Palestinian conflict, about history and displacement, but Grossman also goes 
beyond that. He writes about the historical displacement of the Jews and the 
historical displacement of the Palestinians. He has a lot of courage to do that.  
I think that Jewish literature is interested in questions, in the complex aspect of 
the human condition but I also think that all good literature touches upon these 
things. In this regard, everything that conforms to these questions can be part of 
Jewish literature. Although, this has nothing to do with whether you’re born as 
a Jew or a writer. Jewish literature has a particular aesthetic.

Q.  During our seminar, we discussed Cynthia Ozick’s ideas about Jewish litera-
ture, and the connection between Jewish writing and the notion of believing. 
Being both a poet and the daughter of Jewish parents, what do you think 
about Ozick’s statement that “the secular Jew is a figment: when a Jew becomes 
a secular person he is no longer a Jew. This is especially true for makers of lite-
rature”.
A. And Cynthia Ozick believes in that. Even though Cynthia Ozick is an extra-

ordinary writer, essayist – I completely disagree. For me, Jewish writing is not 
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necessarily related to religion or anything spiritual. I think the great virtue of 
 Judaism is that you can be an atheist and a Jew without a contradiction. 

I think secular Jews have done much more – I mean Ozick, she would kill me if she 
were here – but secular Jews have done much more than religious Jews. Because unfor-
tunately, religious Jews, especially the ones who are fanatic, are dogmatic. Instead of 
opening the Jewish world to the (outside) world, they close it. And I think a lot of 
 anti-Semitism I sense in Latin America, it’s different than in America. In Latin Ame-
rica they say, “How come we know so little about you?” and I think they have a point, 
I think Jews should open themselves more. 

Historically the Jews have been afraid, and you want to be unnoticed: “Don’t let 
them know you’re a Jew.” I have heard this since I was two years old. We could, as Jews 
– well, for example, in Chile there are 15,000 Jews and 450,000 Christian Palestinians 
who have now taken the cause of Hamas. 

So there are very enlightened secular people in the Jewish community. What have 
they done? They have built a museum – a Jewish museum, they bring children who 
live in Palestinian neighborhoods to the museum, and I feel they want to open them-
selves, so that they will not always be considered the Other, the different, the foreigner. 
I think … look at the state of Israel. It’s a secular state that has had a tremendous 
 impact on the history of the Jews because it gave them refuge. Jews had nowhere to go 
after the Shoah. This is the great tragedy of the Jews – that we took the houses and the 
land of the people that lived there and that is tragic and we’ve done that, we have to 
recognize it. But I think that God is one thing and the vast culture that Judaism pro-
vides is another one. The music, the food, the literature, the art. 

And I mean to say, in being a secular Jew, I have no interest in entering the reli-
gious world of the Jews. I am frightened by them, as I would be frightened by any 
 fanatic, but I am frightened. I’m frightened by the way they treat the women and 
there’s a lot of domestic abuse among religious Jews, all over the world, that they keep 
as a taboo. So I do not agree with Ozick at all. I believe that the great gift of the Jews is 
to be secular, but that’s my own opinion. 

Q.  You have indicated earlier that you are in some ways pessimistic about the 
 future. Do you still hope poetry can change in the world?
A. I am an optimist because I think it’s harder to be an optimist than a pessimist. It 

takes courage to be an optimist, but the world has always been the way we see it 
now. So I am a pessimist in the sense that we have not learned from the great 
catastrophes of our time. I do believe that poetry is the only thing that will save 
the world. Even education doesn’t. Education is good, but it will not make  
you an empathetic person. You have incredibly educated people who are homo-
phobic, anti-Semites, racists.

 I think the artist has the capacity to understand the world – or think about the 
world (I don’t think anyone truly understands the world) – take the essence of 
what matters, what is beautiful, what is worth living for: love, grief, ambition, 
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hatred, envy, evil. And yet when you read it, you still think these dangerous 
emotions are contained in a beautiful manner. It’s almost like a contradiction. 
Art is able to speak about the  unspeakable, and about horror, and about the 
 human heart. I think the poet creates an alchemy between the darkness and the 
light. The majority of people that have gone to war, they have taken letters or 
poems – poetry is a form of prayer, solace, refuge, and because we live in a 
world that’s always had so much darkness, there’s this light that appears on the 
page.

 I believe more in collective imagination than collective memory, because the 
imagination is freer of politics and ambition: memory is not.

256

2019_0096_innenteil_DRUCK.indd   256 12.12.19   11:07



Information about Editors and Contributors

Editors

Maureen Daly Goggin is Professor of Rhetoric at Arizona State University in Tempe, 
Arizona, Arizona, USA, where she teachers courses in women and material culture, 
history and theories of rhetoric, and research methods. Author and editor of eight 
scholarly books, a textbook, a pedagogical book, and numerous essays, her latest book 
is Women and the Material Culture of Death (Ashgate, 2013), a collection that exa-
mines the compelling and often poignant connection between women and the ma-
terial culture of death by focusing on the objects maek, the images they keep, the prac-
tices they use or are responsible for, and the places they inhabit and construct through 
ritual and custom. Receipt of numerous awards for teaching and scholarship, Professor 
Maureen Daily Goggin was the 2015-2016 recipient of a Fulbright Scholar award  
that brought her to the University of Graz in Austria to teach and do scholarship for 
summer term 2016.

Urša Marinšek holds BAs in English Language and Literature and Sociology, and an 
MA in English from the University of Maribor, Slovenia. During her studies, she 
worked as a nursing home assistant and as a tour guide in a karst cave. Now, she works 
as a coordinator for the Graz International Summer School Seggau at the University of 
Graz. Her research interests include Slovene translations of Shakespeare’s plays, stylis-
tics, drama, as well as aging studies.

Contributors

Marina Alonso Villota is a Spanish postgraduate student with a background in Social 
and Cultural Anthropology. She is now finishing a Joint International Master in Sus-
tainable Development at Karl-Franzens-Universität Graz, Austria, and is starting a 
Master in Cybersecurity at Next International Business School, Spain. She is parti-
cularly interested in the intersection of technology and organized crime, and is cur-
rently researching about the role of technology in human trafficking.

Deborah Biging is a master student at the University of Graz, where she also obtained 
a bachelor’s degree in philosophy, in 2017. She is enrolled in the master program Poli-
tical, Economic and Legal Philosophy (PELP). Since October 2016, she has been work-
ing as a student assistant in research, teaching and administration in the Department 
of Practical Philosophy at the University of Graz under Prof. Lukas Meyer, head of the 
Institute of Philosophy.

2019_0096_innenteil_DRUCK.indd   257 12.12.19   11:07



258

Daniel Blanche is a PhD candidate in Information and Knowledge Society at the 
Universitat Oberta de Catalunya (UOC), research assistant at the Internet Interdisci-
plinary Institute (IN3-UOC), and affiliated student of “Ageing + Communication + 
Technologies: Experiencing a digital world in later life” funded by the Social Science 
and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC). 

Eva Čivrná is a student of gender studies and social anthropology on a Faculty of So-
cial Sciences at Masaryk University in Brno, Czech Republic. As a Women Deliver 
Young Leader and member of many other initiatives like Amnesty International, local 
NGOs, and movements, Eva is dedicating her academic and free time to gender and 
social equality. Topics or their interest are sexual and reproductive rights, an inter-
sectional attitude, queer studies and mental health. As a feminist and activist, Eva be-
lieves in bottom-up initiatives and dedicates their effort to empower voices of margi n-
alized groups.

Arwa Elabd was born and raised in Vienna, Austria. When she is not teaching Ger-
man and Spanish in a middle school or high school classroom, she is busy traveling 
and exploring the world, including living in other countries like Spain and the United 
States. In 2017/2018 she received a Fulbright scholarship and lived in Ohio, where she 
had the opportunity to explore the differences between what it means to be a Muslim 
in Austria and the United States.

Bence Fiser is a second-year student at the University of Pécs (Hungary) as a teacher 
degree student with History and English majors. He is interested in Russian History 
and the European History of Jews during the Modern Ages. He is searching questions 
more than answers, so every questions and comments are welcomed connected to 
 these topics above and his writings.

Nicole Haring holds a master’s degree in English and Geography in the teaching 
 program and a bachelor’s degree in English and American Studies from the University 
of Graz. Besides her profession as a teacher, she is currently finishing her Master i 
n English and American Studies. Her research focus lies on feminist criticism in cul-
tural and literary studies in the North American context as well as on Inter-American 
Studies. 

Stephen Katz is Professor (Emeritus) of Sociology, Distinguished Research Award 
winner, and founding member of the Trent Centre for Aging & Society, at Trent Uni-
versity, Peterborough, Canada. He is author of several books, journal articles, book 
chapters, and media interviews on ageing bodies, critical gerontology, biopolitics, cog-
nitive impairment, and health technologies. His current research involves partnerships 
and collaborations on funded projects related to quantified aging and digital techno-
logies, as well as a new book project on Self, Mind and Body in Later Life.

2019_0096_innenteil_DRUCK.indd   258 12.12.19   11:07



259

Roberta Maierhofer is Professor of American Studies and Director of the Center for 
Inter-American Studies at the University of Graz, Austria. From 1999 to 2011, she held 
a series of Vice-Rector positions for International Relations (1999–2003), Internatio-
nal Relations and Affirmative Action for Women (2003–2007), and International 
 Relations and Interdisciplinary Cooperation (2007–2011). In 2000, she initiated and 
established the focus area South-Eastern Europe at the University of Graz. This exper-
tise of regional and inter-regional collaboration was fundamental for her leadership 
role at the Center for Inter-American Studies, which she has been directing since Feb-
ruary 2007, and determined how the University of Graz established a second regional 
focus area in terms of North-, Central- and South America in 2012. She is a founding 
member of the European Network in Aging Studies (ENAS), supported the establish-
ment of the North American Network in Aging Studies (NANAS), and has been a 
 member of the Humanities and Arts Committee of the Gerontological Society of Ame-
rica. Her research focuses on American Literature and Cultural Studies, Gender 
 Studies, Transatlantic Cooperation in Education, and Age/Aging Studies. Since 2011, 
she has been representing Austrian universities as a member of the Board of the Aus-
trian Fulbright Commission and is a member of the University Council of the Univer-
sity of Bamberg, Germany. Since 2011, she has been directing a Master Program on 
Interdisciplinary Gerontology. As a member of doctoral schools, such as of the Univer-
sity of Graz one on Gender and another on Migration, and of the University of Ma-
laga and UNED, Spain, she also advises and supports early career researchers. She also 
acts as a co-advisor in terms of the Joint Degree in English and American Studies. 
Since 2004, she has been directing the Graz International Summer School Seggau, 
which was established as an interdisciplinary and intercultural platform in the fields of 
European and Inter-American Studies.

Simon Maierhofer is a student of Philosophy and English and American Studies at the 
University of Graz, and a participant of the Graz International Summer School 2018. 
His interests are, besides philosophy and literature, film, art, and politics. He also pub-
lishes on a regular basis articles on human rights for a project for aspiring journalists. 

Hana Morávková is a Czech student currently studying a Master’s degree in Sociology 
and Cultural Management at Masaryk University in Brno. She is passionate about 
 languages and how they influence and are influenced by society and its phenomena. 
She pursues creative writing and her dream is to become an accomplished polyglot. 

Paula Morgan is a Professor of West Indian Literature and Culture, The University of 
the West Indies, St Augustine. Her primary focus of over three decades of teaching, 
 research and publication has been gender issues in Caribbean Literature and Culture. 
Dr. Morgan has published numerous books and scholarly articles on the domestic 
 violence, the interface of ethnic and gender relations, the construction of Caribbean 
masculinities, and pedagogical approaches to literary and popular discourses. Professor 
Morgan has served in numerous senior administrative position at the UWI and is the 
holder of awards for teaching, publication and graduate mentorship. 

2019_0096_innenteil_DRUCK.indd   259 12.12.19   11:07



260

Alfrena Jamie Pierre is a PhD student in Literatures in English at the University of 
the West Indies (UWI) in Trinidad and Tobago and an MA graduate in Samuel Selvon 
studies from the UWI. In April 2018, Ms. Pierre was one of the presenters at Bridging 
Wor(l)ds Conference in Trinidad where she presented her research in progress on 
 Caribbean writer George Lamming. Ms. Pierre’s research interests include, represen-
tations of Christianity in Caribbean literature, Caribbean poetics, critical theory, onto-
logies and Caribbean identity.

Allison O. Ramsay, Ph.D. (Cultural Studies) is a Lecturer in Cultural/Heritage Stu-
dies in the Department of History at the University of the West Indies, St. Augustine 
Campus. Her research interests include fraternal organizations, museums, landships in 
Barbados, Caribbean festivals, Cultural and Heritage Studies, Caribbean and Pacific 
 Island heritage and Caribbean history. She teaches courses in Caribbean history and 
heritage studies. Her recent publications include “All Hands on Deck:” the Sailing 
Landships as Unique Cultural Icons of Barbados,” International Journal of Intangible 
Heritage Vol. 11 (2016) and “Crafting a ‘Secret’ Space: Masonry and the Military  
in the Anglophone Caribbean.” Geheime Netzwerke im Militär 1700–1945 Eds. 
 Gundula Gahlen, Daniel Marc Segesser, Carmen Winkel (Munchen: Ferdinand 
 Schoningh, 2016).

Peter Rosegger was born in Graz in 1980. He studied theology in Graz and belongs to 
the New Circle of Students of Pope Benedict XVI. He graduated the postgraduate 
 studies on economics in Krems, which he completed with a thesis on symbolic leader-
ship based on the role model of Pope Francis. Stays abroad in Rome and Jerusalem. 
2003–2014 he worked at the episcopal secretary of the diocese in Graz-Seckau, since 
2010 he has been working as the head and secretary of bishop Dr. Egon Kapellari. 
2014–2017 he was the educational consultant of the catholic student group in Graz, 
editor-in-chief of “Denken+Glauben” and diocesan advisor for sciences, international 
affairs and culture. Since 2018, Peter Rosegger has been the head of the operating  
field “lernen&leben” and assistant of the management of the Elisabethinen Graz Ver-
waltungs GmbH.

Lorraine Rumson is a Canadian student in the Freie Universität Berlin’s Master of 
English Studies program. Her primary research interests are narrative appropriation, 
cross-cultural and cross-historical literature, and literatures of silence and marginali-
zation. She is particularly interested in the works of writers who have been dismissed 
by the world at large as minor, popular, non-literary, debilitatingly bizarre, stiflingly 
derivative, or otherwise generally bad.

Selleana Sankar, a History Specialist and International Relations student, is an ac-
tively engaged Revisionist historian and international traveler in academic research 
 whose passions include; epistemology and pedagogy in education, Pan Africanism, 
 oriental historiography, anti-Semitism and racism in the Americas and Atlantic World, 

2019_0096_innenteil_DRUCK.indd   260 12.12.19   11:07



261

and government philosophies. This passion is resonated in her position as elected 
 President of the UWI Kemetic Association and a captivated linguistics learner, attain-
ing varying degrees of competences in English, Spanish, French and soon German. 
When in retreat from academic scholarship, if not found shopping, or on hikes, she is 
volunteering at animal rescue shelters, Human Rights or National Heritage Preserva-
tion efforts.

Kim Sawchuk is a Professor in the Department of Communication Studies at Con-
cordia University in Montreal and the Director of “Ageing + Communication + Tech-
nologies: Experiencing a digital world in later life” funded by the Social Science and 
Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC).

Sarah Wagner is a doctoral researcher in the Communication Networks and Social 
Change research group at the Internet Interdisciplinary Institute, Barcelona. Using col-
laborative methods, her research explores the intersections of indigenous communica-
tive ecologies and ICT service systems.

Chenglong Zhou is currently an MA student in the Institute of American Studies and 
Polish Diaspora, Jagiellonian University in Kraków, Poland. His research interest lies in 
the broad fields of American studies, including 20th century international relations, 
American history, political science, cultural theories, as well as media studies. Most of 
his published and due-for-publication papers are in Chinese, and he also has been 
 attending international conferences in Europe in recent years. 

Matthew Zuccaro is a M.A. Candidate and Graduate Assistant at Montclair State 
University in the Law and Governance Program, where he focuses on scholarship 
exam ining the intersection between urban history and contemporary public policy. 
Matthew holds a B.A. from Montclair State University in History and Political 
 Science. In addition to his academic pursuits, Matthew serves as Managing Member of 
Digital Strategy Associates, where he advises government and educational institutions 
on information technology matters. 

2019_0096_innenteil_DRUCK.indd   261 12.12.19   11:07



ISBN  978-3-7011-0445-1 Off  Campus: Seggau School of  Thought 4

Meditating and Mediating Change:
State – Society – Religion

Maureen Daly Goggin, Urša Marinšek (Eds.) 

The fourth volume of the Off Campus: Seggau School of Thought 
publication series follows the established tradition of offering inter
national academics at all levels of their career a platform for pre
senting their research and engaging in academic exchange. In this 
collection, interdisciplinary essays from different backgrounds and 
contexts reflect on how change is mediated and meditated. Starting 
from questions such as how resignation and ignorance are neg o
tiated, aggressive and violent disputes are addressed, quick fix, 
 temporary solutions to life’s problems are avoided, or in more 
 general terms how radical resistance is expressed or challenges and 
difficulties are articulated, the volume provides a mediation and 
meditation in itself on the scope of issues raised during the Graz 
International Summer School Seggau 2018. By addressing strate
gies that can be used to engage in vigorous intellectual investi
gation, meditating and mediating change offers sets of strategies  
for vigorous intellectual inquiry into social, cultural, economic, 
 religious, and political enigmas.
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