


s babies, we babbled with joy when 

happy and wailed with every mus-

cle of our little bodies when we 

grew uncomfortable. As adults, we repress our 

emotions, dab our eyes, and say, “It’s nothing.” 

What happened to the passion behind our self-

expression, those basic guttural wails and ec-

static squeals? Society’s “developed” language 

limits our range of expression with grammar 

rules and dictionary definitions.  In fact, our 

communication conventions stifle our expres-

sive energy, resulting in a lost self-awareness 

of our deepest consciousness and creative 

source—of our connection to the rest of life on 

Earth. To counteract this deprivation, the art 

form of sound poetry attempts to release hid-

den emotion without censorship and to re-

define—or un-define—the limits of self-

expression. Ignoring conventions of lyric po-

etry like stanza and rhyme scheme, sound po-

etry broadens the dynamic capability of the 

human voice. It allows the poet to render in-

trinsic stirrings more directly and to recover 

the intensely intricate raw cacophony of feel-

ing subdued within us. 

A sound poem begins with the birth of a 

notion or sentiment in its primitive form, un-
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touched by any societal rationale, which can 

steal the energy of original motivation. When 

we articulate these spontaneous promptings 

with vernacular words,  we filter the substance 

through everyday rules of discourse. An artist 

seeks to exclude this restrictive censoring 

process from expression while creating and 

performing a sound poem. This kind of poetry 

is an aural experience, similar to style-specific 

songs; simply reading the text won’t convey 

the poet’s full intention. The same lyrics per-

formed heavy-metal style or by a Southern 

Baptist choir will give the audience diverse 

feelings and generate different meanings. 

Similarly, in its free-form fluidity, a sound 

poem allows the poet to transform the sound 

of his or her voice to reveal to others often-

repressed energy existing in the deep wells of 

feeling within the body—inspirational seeds, 

emotional twinges, instinctual urges.

Poet/critic Denise Levertov suggests that 

all good poetry “translates” for the observer a 

mysterious state of human wakefulness oth-

erwise unexplainable with the formal lan-

guage that we learn to speak as adults. Word 

artists—poets—seek to conjure or make pal-

pable what Levertov calls endless “heavens” 

or “worlds” in our minds—a sort of utopian 

realm from which emanates the mind’s un-



bound imagination (123). While we rarely con-

sciously discover these “heavens,” the sound 

poet helps us recover, or perhaps discover, the 

intricate realities that formal speech and social 

‘rules’ of human interaction smother. Poets 

Hugo Ball and Michael McClure render their 

interpretations of these “heavens” with two 

different stylistic approaches to sound poetry: 

Ball focuses on language itself as a medium to 

be manipulated, while McClure explores 

sound poetry’s human innateness. Through 

both poets’ works, we find the essentiality of 

the emotional release sound poetry allows. We 

also discover how this expression joins us with 

the world at a level that encourages a supple-

ness of mind and being that readily accommo-

dates change. In this respect, the making and 

production of a sound poem has social and 

political ramifications that far exceed its gut-

tural utterance.

Historically, Hugo Ball is at the forefront of 

the exploration of sound poetry’s significance. 

He viewed words as complex chunks of mean-

ing, separated vernacular sound symbols into 

basic units, and rearranged them into his own 

“words” with his own meanings, void of sym-

bolism. In the early twentieth century, Ball, 

among other artists, helped establish sound 

poetry as a legitimate art form by initiating the 

Dadaist movement of “phonetic” performance 

poetry. His work emphasizes “the dualism be-

tween the soul (the voice) and the world 

(mechanistic process),” one of these “mecha-

nisms” being our grammatical form of com-

munication, by which we convey emotion 

“represented by noises” (“Hugo Ball”). In a 

recording of an original performance of “Gadji 

Beri Bimba,” voices groan and chimes tremble, 

sounding together like a foreign incantation of 

chanting witches. Overlapping with each 

other,  voices eerily moan in deep vibrato—not 

what one might expect, having only read the 

text: 

zimzim urullala zimzim urullala zimzim zan-

zibar zimzalla zam

elifantolim brussala bulomen brussala bulo-

men tromtata

velo da bang band affalo purzamai affalo pur-

zamai lengado tor

gadjama bimbalo glandridi glassala zingtata 

pimpalo ögrögöööö

viola laxato viola zimbrabim viola uli paluji 

malooo 

(“Gadji Beri Bimba,” stanza 2)

Without actual words, just the phonetics of the 

voiced sounds, Ball invokes specific moods in 

his audience that are inseparable from the 

sounds themselves.

In another poem, “Totenklage,” Ball ver-

balizes a different emotional disposition that 

perhaps best resembles a child crying. Strained 

moaning conveys the sadness in the sounds of 

the written “words.” “Tokta tokta takabla” 

gives us frustrated, sharp strains that push out 

the sounds.  In a fluctuating wail, “Auwa” 

sounds like “oww.” Then the voice suddenly 

rushes into a quick rattling off of “bschigi 

bschigo/ bschigi bschigi” as if the speaker—or 

the speaker’s soul—is teeth-grittingly angry, 

but also running out of energy. The voice ends 

in “goggo googol/ oggo,” trailing off like a 

baby slowly whimpering itself into calm 

(“Hugo Ball”). Clearly,  this poem could be ti-

tled “Process of Toddler Tantrum.” Instead of 

using descriptive prose, Ball breaks apart and 

reconfigures language symbols while inducing 

the same cathartic experience, proving that 

vernacular semantics are unnecessary for emo-

tional conveyance. 

Just as every individual genetically differs, 

each person expresses emotion or root ideas 

differently. But no language barriers exist 

when one does so through uninhibited instinc-

tual sounds.  Imagine covering your ears and 

hearing muffled “growling, hissing, whimper-

ing, cooing, pleading, cajoling, and threaten-

ing” between a man and woman (McClure 
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152). Describing sounds of a couples’ argu-

ment, Beat poet Michael McClure ignores the 

connotation and denotation of words, like Ball, 

and simply addresses “vocalization as sounds” 

(152). We don’t need to hear the word “angry” 

to understand a threat or growl; the threat,  or 

the sound’s meaning, lies in the “bio-melodic 

patterning” of the voice’s sounds:  volume, 

pitch, and variable rhythm (152). Sound poetry 

utilizes this basic, central supposition of com-

munication. The emotional power of a sound 

poem lies in sound itself, not in the letters, 

symbols, words (or non-words), or their ar-

rangement on the page. Without hearing Ball’s 

poems from start to finish, one misses out on 

the poem’s meaning because a sound poem 

must reverberate in the atmosphere and reso-

nate within the auditor.

Through sound poetry,  Ball transcends the 

boundaries of semantics.  He allows raw emo-

tional energy to flow through a stream-of-

consciousness audible facsimile of speech, a 

spelling out of sounds as the voice gives feel-

ing an acoustic presence outside the body. 

Thus, the poem becomes its own living sub-

stance to be examined—a kind of epiphe-

nomenon. Modern poet Muriel Rukeyser ac-

knowledged this connection between science 

and poetry in the 1940s: “Poet, poem, and wit-

ness—are none of them static.   We are chang-

ing, living beings, experiencing the inner 

change of poetry” (187).  She describes the act 

of reading a poem in tangible terms of motion: 

wavelengths of rhymes, repetitions, and con-

trast; the observer’s reaction, measured in 

“heartbeat and breath” (Rukeyser 183). Similar 

to Ball’s dissection of speech, Rukeyser’s dic-

tion gives her poetry a corporeal element, one 

constantly changing, as all life forms do.

Rukeyser’s suggestion of poetry’s fluctuat-

ing physicality points towards McClure’s ex-

ploration of the correlative nature of phonetics 

and self-expression. While Ball’s poems give 

the observer an aural experience of an emo-

tional cycle, McClure’s work revolves around 

the total experience of being a living creature. 

Critic Rod Phillips tells us McClure desired to 

“experience the world … on a more instinctual 

level, as other life forms must” (3). Because, as 

animals, our lives revolve around maintaining 

homeostasis within our whole bodies, McClure 

seeks to emphasize our “creatureliness.” In 

many of his works, he searches to “reconnect” 

with the “biological self” that feels the need to 

fully exhibit his inner “world” externally: 

“What we truly share with others,” says 

McClure, “lies in the deepest, most personal, 

even physiological core” (Phillips 26). To con-

vey this universal component of human life, he 

developed a poetic speech that speaks to all. 

He calls it “beast language,” his primitive, 

elemental stirrings verbalized. Phillips names 

the language “Mammalian Poetics,” indicative 

of the animalistic, biological phrasings in 

McClure’s sound poems, which disengage 
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from the rational “cerebral trappings”—se-

mantics,  logic, rationality—of everyday 

speech.

In his introduction to Ghost Tantras (1969) 

McClure asks his audience to encounter his 

poems as a child would: untutored in grammar 

and syntax, or as an animal void of logistic 

ability. He wants his audience to receive and 

feel with the whole body, not make sense in 

the brain: “Let the vibrations occur” by not 

inhibiting the voice with what letters normally 

sound like, but letting the sounds come out as 

they please (McClure 1969). Consider these 

helpful hints when reading a section of his 

“Lion Poem”: 

Gahhhrrr booody eers noze eyes deem thou.

NOH. NAH-OOH

hrooor. VOOOR-NAH! GAHROOOOO ME.  

(51)

Like Ball, he plays with sounds in a personal-

ized style,  prolonging vowels, rolling Rs,  and 

making animal noises, having tapped into the 

guttural resources in the depths of conscious-

ness. When listening,  one can feel the energy 

wrought from deep in the poet’s/his own 

“core.” He invokes rudimentary sounds, those 

primitive, yet powerful innate noises: growls, 

cries, coos of a human baby or a lion cub. His 

“words” consciously allow complete sensory 

realization of physical existence by making us 

feel in our gut our oneness with all of nature. 

In this way, McClure mediates between the 

world and his own “intense” inner-

noise—what he calls the “swirling ball of si-

lence that melds with outer sounds and 

thought” (qtd. in Kahn 338). In other words, by 

expressing intrinsic energy, he joins with na-

ture on the most basic level.

McClure’s “swirling ball of silence” is per-

haps synonymous with what Levertov calls 

our “deepest reality” (124). She defines this 

“place” or substance, as McClure would sug-

gest, as other “worlds” that exist inside us 

from which emerges our inmost desires and 

coercive feelings that spur the imagina-

tion—our “heavens.” McClure attempts to de-

scribe our inner-worlds’ ethereality using con-

strictive medium of vernacular words. He ac-

knowledges an indefinable element that per-

vades our thriving subconscious: “We are look-

ing for a point that is both inside of ourselves 

because we are an organism and outside of 

ourselves because, as organism, we are created 

of the environment in an exquisite complex of 

motions” (51). McClure identifies this place as 

the “spirit area” and as the birthplace from 

which poetry arises within us (51). Neither 

McClure nor Levertov further attempts to ex-

plain with words this mysterious “area.” 

McClure might come closest to capturing this 

enigmatic “essence” in one of his Ghost Tan-

tras: 

Plahn. Plahn drooooo. Dowr mrethreeeee.

Where the unspoken voice speaks before the 

teerze dreep.

Thy message my be. (1969: 59)

Since his purpose is to release in tangible form 

his “swirling ball of silence,” McClure vocal-

izes a significant “unspoken” statement by 

distorting words and phrases. “Teerze dreep” 

translates to “tears drip.” “Thy message my 

be” implies “this is my message.” This reor-

ganization, or disorganization, of words is 

McClure’s message: without obeying language 

rules, one can successfully convey meaning, 

perhaps on the deeper, more distinctly instinc-

tual level of “my be.” In a sense, McClure 

mocks formal conversation conventions while 

also expanding on the idea that poetry, like 

nature, is temporal. “The unspoken voice” 

screams inside of us before “teerze” fall, before 

we outwardly express emotion. Here, he exer-

cises the process of expression. Since all life 

exists as process, and poetic expression fuels 

life, poetry is a process. The energy that fuels 

his body to emit perturbed growls, lonely 

moans, and ecstatic whoops is the same energy 

that propagates all systems of life.  
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As capable beings, we must propel this 

process not only to continually renew this en-

ergy, but to prohibit creative stagnation. Lever-

tov relates this poignantly vital concept:

If we are to survive … our own struggle to 

make it new—a struggle to which I believe we 

have no choice but to commit ourselves—we 

need tremendous transfusions of imaginative 

energy. We need life, and abundantly—we 

need poems of the spirit,  to inform us of the 

essential, to help us live the great social 

changes that are necessary, and which must be 

internal if their external form is to succeed. 

(Levertov 126-7)

Sound poems are the “tremendous trans-

fusions of imaginative energy” needed to keep 

artistic expression alive. Make it new, Levertov 

insists,  reitering the credo of her modernist 

predecessor Ezra Pound. And her dynamic 

words—transfusions, energy, spirit, inform, 

live—demand evaluation. She infers move-

ment—physical action—just as McClure advo-

cates organic cycles of poetic expression. A 

poem, like any living substance, is constantly 

moving, like vibrations rippling out of the poet 

in a spherical domino effect. Just as human 

organ systems are a series of functioning 

chemical reactions, means to ends, McClure 

argues that a poem is realized through a series 

of chemical processes (1982).  Like a pebble 

tossed in a pond, a poem’s energy ripples, 

transfuses through space causing atomic as 

well as emotional fluctuation in the atmos-

phere and audience. In this light, he views poet 

and poem as fused together as an endless 

string of chemical reactions in creative process. 

Once a sound poet vocalizes his or her crea-

tion, the ideas transmitted through the air 

spark emotional, therefore chemical, reactions 

in the listener. From here, the poem exists in a 

new form: the reaction manifested in the audi-

ence. 

It is this series of events and the observers’ 

responses that spark the “great social change” 

Levertov demands: the further motivated evo-

lution and transformation of art forms. The 

inventive stirrings that begin in our “internal” 

realms must be allowed full range of unre-

strained expression for society to healthily ad-

vance. Levertov’s stipulation for “tremendous 

transfusions of imaginative energy” brings us 

closer to McClure’s argument that poetry is a 

tangible extension of the body—as important 

as hands, tongue and feet.  And that words are 

as necessary as breathing (1969: 44).  Both life 

elements are vital to our existence, because 

both energize the world and demand acknow-

ledgement of one’s being to be included in 

Earth’s constant transformation. Levertov 

agrees, in a sense, when she states that “poetry 

is intrinsically revolutionary, that is, a dynamic 

force” (128). If we are to experience life at its 

most plentiful, we must “make it new,” renew 

and create new “imaginative energy” inces-

santly. “We have no choice” but to do so, says 

Levertov,  because this rejuvenation is neces-

sary for the survival of the physical “external 

form” of life we inhabit.

Perpetuated by constantly changing socie-

tal opinion and ideology, poetry, like any art, 

continually develops new configurations. New 

generations break conventions and reveal pre-

viously unimagined aspects of human culture 

by persistently redefining communication. 

Sound poetry’s evolution exemplifies this 

symbiosis between culture and poetry.  Each 

poet discussed here proves this with his or her 

own oral interpretation of the act of being hu-

man. McClure’s ideas echo Ball’s assertion that 

using pre-defined symbols (words) to repre-

sent feeling desiccates an individual’s expres-

sive energy, whether written or spoken. In this 

view, formal language hinders our ability to 

give physical form to creative stirrings. This 

validates sound poetry as a legitimate, power-

ful art form, unique to humans and our rela-

tional communal nature.
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Most humans are too shy to experiment 

with the sounds their own voices can make 

because they are used to formal language, de-

fined words, structured sentences, and the 

normal rhythm and tone of conversation. But 

without acknowledging the range of our 

voices as instruments, we deny ourselves the 

freedom of expression we have in our own 

voice boxes. The human spirit, the “worlds” 

inside us, needs to be wholly expressed and 

cannot be regulated by a grammar textbook. 

Our alphabet—these sound symbols—are also 

toys to play with, to mix around in order to 

create new combinations and phrases, like 

mixing paint to make new colors. If everything 

were logic and sentences all the time, we 

would ignorantly bypass awareness of new 

possibilities in this world, both imagined and 

real. In order to increase this necessary know-

ing of the self and society, we need to fully re-

veal our powerful inner verve, just as we did 

freely and thoughtlessly as children. We need 

Levertov’s “poems of the essential,” brought 

forth from McClure’s too-often-forgotten 

“swirling ball of silence,” the deeply rooted life 

force that exists in us all.
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oday in America, our president, the 

man who represents us to the world 

as our democratically elected leader, is 

a self-proclaimed cowboy. This does not mean 

that he is literally a man who drives cattle or 

shoots a six-gun, as a couple of popular images 

of the cowboy might suggest. It means that 

President Bush leads America with the image 

of the mythic Cowboy Hero as his source of 

national and ethical identity.  He likens himself 

to a Cowboy Hero in international conflicts, 

such as the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, by 

adopting a rhetorical stance that places Amer-

ica in the role of the frontier savior. He makes 

international conflicts interpretable in the 

mythic terms of the Noble Cowboy struggling 

against the Bad Men, people who would harm 

the United States politically, socially, and eco-

nomically. While Bush’s supporters have ar-

gued that his use of the Cowboy image 

strengthens America’s international role as the 

world’s remaining superpower, I will argue 

that our current administration’s use of the 

Cowboy image hinders America’s positive in-

fluence as a leader on the global stage because 

this image both oversimplifies and romanti-

cizes America’s political motives. The rest of 

T
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the world does not see itself as an untamed, 

open Frontier, and while Americans may love 

the archetypal confidence of our beloved 

Cowboy Hero, when it is expressed as aggres-

sive swaggering, our allies and trading part-

ners lose confidence in his trustworthiness.

In order to understand the power of the 

myth of the Cowboy Hero in American poli-

tics, it is first necessary to understand the na-

ture and the importance of myth itself. Myths 

can be identified as either narratives (stories 

that recount specific events) or icons (images 

that encapsulate and convey a complete narra-

tive in an instant) that are held sacred by a 

specific group of people. While a sacred image 

may seem at first to be an immutable icon that 

does not live and evolve within a society, this 

conception is mistaken. Over time, myths are 

adapted for different purposes by the people 

who make use of them, both consciously and 

unconsciously. The power of myth resides in 

the fact that people who are exposed to and 

influenced by such icons have inherited them 

without questioning them. Historian Richard 

Slotkin describes myth as “history successfully 

disguised as archetype” (20), suggesting that 

White House photo of President Bush taken in 2007



history is sometimes reduced to myth. In the 

guise of an American archetype, President 

Bush is enlisting the mythic Cowboy of our 

collective imagination when he wears blue 

jeans and a cowboy hat at his ranch in Texas, 

or when he uses language like “Wanted: Dead 

or Alive” in reference to Osama bin Laden. He 

is deliberately draping himself in those em-

blems of historical memory that we most 

closely associate with idealized American val-

ues: manliness, freedom and autonomy, and a 

keen sense of justice.

Slotkin recognizes the importance of myth 

in politics when he states that the “moral and 

political imperatives implicit in myths are 

given as if they were the only possible choices 

for moral and intelligent beings” (19).  In other 

words, myths provide answers to life’s prob-

lems, and make those answers seem both good 

and “natural”; they do not open debates about 

how to proceed, they close them. The “political 

imperatives implicit in myths” can become 

very powerful impulses and actions in the 

world, especially when a myth is held to be as 

sacred as the Cowboy myth is by Americans. 

Robert Jewett and John Shelton Lawrence ad-

dress the power of popular icons in the forma-

tion of American “civil religion,” which they 

describe as the “fantastic but credible narra-

tives to which so many Americans feel a deep 

emotional attachment” (27).  We may know that 

many of our cherished tales about the “taming 

of the West” are historically inaccurate—the 

North American continent was never, in fact, 

an uninhabited Frontier, for example. But, like 

most people, we prefer romance over history: 

it is vastly more comfortable to view oneself as 

a member of a pioneer culture, always striving 

to reach a further shore, rather than as an ag-

gressive, exploitative colonizer. While relying 

on mythic influence is not uniquely American, 

the use of the Cowboy Hero by President Bush 

certainly plays on the nationalistic emotions 

provoked by the mythic narratives of our civil 

religion.

The significance of myth in American cul-

ture is nearly immeasurable. Every American 

can feel the tug of the Cowboy’s rope when it 

comes to our national identity.  And why 

shouldn’t we? The Cowboy Hero grew in 

prominence as the country grew in size. By the 

time the Frontier was declared “closed” in the 

1890s, he had come to represent the freedom-

loving “spirit of the West” and, by extension, 

American identity as a whole (Stoeltje 248). 

The Cowboy Hero found his first home in 

widely read pulp fiction novels, where he 

earned his place in the American popular 

imagination. And, like all national heroes, the 

Cowboy confers a sense of national unity by 

his irresistible appeal: we are “with him,” even 

if only not to be “against him”; he is, after all, 

awfully good with a gun, a characteristic that 

gives the Cowboy Hero protector status, the 

ideal masculine role in the hearts of Ameri-

cans. For these reasons, it is in the best inter-

ests of politicians to summon up this mythic 

image, especially in a time when we feel 

threatened by foreign terrorists: the Cowboy 

Hero has always saved the day, so there is no 

reason to doubt that, with the support of the 

American people, he will do so again.

Anyone who regularly followed the news 

over the summer of 2005 was continually 

bombarded with images of President Bush at 

his ranch in Texas. Most of the footage was 

motivated by controversy over the extended 

length of his summer vacation, yet he tried to 

present himself to America as a man who 

didn’t mind getting his hands dirty. While an 

ideal vacation for most Americans would be a 

trip to the mountains,  or spending some time 

in the sun, President Bush takes a ranching 

vacation.  Like Teddy Roosevelt and Ronald 

Reagan before him, he dresses up in the 

workman’s clothes of the nineteenth-century 

cowboy, complete with a faded pair of blue 
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jeans and a wide-brimmed Stetson hat. He rep-

resents himself as a working man, a simple 

man with simple ideals.  And while most 

Americans use idle relaxation to recharge 

themselves to return to the working world, 

President Bush displays himself as a man who 

needs simple manual labor, such as chopping 

wood or digging holes, in order to replenish 

himself for his job. President Bush and his col-

leagues in the White House have carefully en-

gineered every aspect of his image to convince 

Americans that he is the fully realized personi-

fication of the Cowboy Hero of America’s civil 

religion.

Susan Faludi points out in The New York 

Times that “Vice President Dick Cheney used 

his ‘Meet the Press’ appearance to make clear 

that the president is a ‘cowboy’ who ‘cuts to 

the chase.’ Mr. Bush’s blunt talk, the Vice 

President told Tim Russert, is ‘exactly what the 

circumstances require’” (1). The circumstances 

of which Mr. Cheney speaks are the govern-

ment’s needs for support for the President’s 

unilaterally declared “war on terror” on the 

eve of the American invasion of Iraq in 2003. 

More importantly, the fact that President Bush 

has his Vice President working to advance his 

Cowboy status demonstrates that Bush’s cow-

boy attributes are not just parts of his charac-

ter, but parts of his strategy for controlling 

American public opinion. Bush’s appearance 

as a cowboy cannot be considered a neutral or 

natural characteristic of the man when it is ac-

tively promoted by members of his staff.

The President successfully portrays the 

outward demeanor of the classic Cowboy 

Hero, but when it comes to embodying the 

archetypal virtues of that same hero he is less 

apt. Granted, the Cowboy Hero is interpretable 

in many ways, which makes it impossible for 

any man to exemplify all of his characteristics: 

to some, he is the self-contained and fair-

minded Knight of the Plains, to others a self-

appointed dispenser of vigilante justice. It is 

also true that his myth has changed to meet the 

needs of American society over time. While 

nostalgic fans of bygone Americana may still 

see the Cowboy perfectly embodied in the icon 

of the calm, self-contained Marlboro Man, 

American moviegoers may also see him as the 

once-and-future champion of the shootout at 

high noon. This ambiguity has made him ver-

satile; he is now a hero who can stand for two 

radically different ideologies simultaneously, 

each charged with America’s national identity 

concepts. It is important to pay close attention 

to which forms of the Cowboy Hero—and 

which cowboy virtues—President Bush 

chooses to imitate when he argues for Amer-

ica’s interests, so that we may ensure that those 

interests are being properly represented in the 

global arena.

The original literary Cowboy was not the 

ultra-violent type that would come later, espe-

cially in films. The archetype of the nineteenth-

century Cowboy,  Owen Wister’s Virginian, 

was a man who used peaceful methods to 

solve social problems before resorting to vio-

lent ones. In The Virginian (1902),  a card dealer 

present at an altercation between the Virginian 

and the novel’s villain describes the Virginian 

as “a brave man” (Wister 30). He is brave not 

because he handles the dispute by whipping 

out two pistols and shooting up the place, but 

because he leaves his gun on the table. The 

dealer goes on to say that “It’s not a brave man 

that’s dangerous ...  It’s the cowards that scare 

me ... Fello’ came in here las’ Tuesday . . . be-

fore we could put him out of business, he’d 

hurt two perfectly innocent onlookers” (Wister 

30). In the original form of the Cowboy Hero, 

readiness to use violence is not a virtue; it is 

his willingness to stand up courageously in the 

face of evil combined with a mastery of the 

violence in himself that makes him admirable 

(Bernstein). The original cowboy ethic asserts 

that if a man can solve an argument without 

shooting someone, then he is more rather than 

less brave. The innocent onlookers of today’s 

wars in Iraq and Afghanistan might be for-
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given for not seeing this particular quality in 

President Bush.

But America’s image of the Cowboy has 

not remained tied solely to nineteenth-century 

codes of chivalry. He has changed from a 

peaceful, working-class man who minded his 

own business and dealt only with the troubles 

that came to him into a violent vigilante who 

rescues innocent people from the evils that 

threaten them with his gun. This is the Cow-

boy Hero of the twentieth-century film indus-

try—the man whom Americans equate with 

John Wayne and with Clint Eastwood in the 

movies he made with Sergio Leone.  

An example of a violent vigilante whom 

Americans find it hard not to love and admire 

is the hero of the popular television series The 

Lone Ranger. While viewers may have seen a 

polite, well-dressed, and well-meaning hero in 

the Lone Ranger, he relies almost exclusively 

on his gun, his horse, and his Native American 

companion Tonto to get things done. His soli-

tary nature means that he has to operate out-

side the laws of democracy—laws intended to 

preserve American’s most sacred freedoms.  

Although the Lone Ranger does not adhere to 

normal legal and judicial processes with the 

criminals he encounters, we admire him for his 

violence because he makes us, the viewers, feel 

safer in the knowledge that there are men in 

this world who will protect us by any means 

necessary. “The Lone Ranger redeems a differ-

ent helpless democratic community in every 

episode” (Jewett and Lawrence 31), but his 

violent nature demonstrates that this new 

Cowboy Hero is simply a more polished form 

of the “coward” in Owen Wister’s novel. The 

new Cowboy Hero is a man who does not wait 

for violence to become unavoidable; he em-

braces vigilante violence and makes it a way of 

life.

Robert Warshow adroitly addresses the 

issue of the new form of the Cowboy Hero in 

American western films. He cites “The West-

erner” along with another American movie 

icon when he states that “the two most suc-

cessful creations of American movies are the 

gangster and the Westerner: men with guns” 

(105). The defining element of the Westerner, 

or movie Cowboy, is his gun.  He is a violent 

man who lives and dies by his gun.  The 

“Shoot ’em Up” movie Cowboy, the “gun-

slinger” hero, has become an American cliché. 

An important exemplar of this type is the 

character Bill Munny played by Clint East-

wood in the 1991 film Unforgiven. Bill Munny 

is an ex-gunslinger who falls back on his vio-

lent nature at the end of the movie when he 

slaughters a group of corrupt lawmen to 

avenge their murder of his friend. This kind of 

violent gunmanship replaced the stoic bravery 

of the literary Cowboy in the world’s imagina-

tion generations ago and has persisted.

However,  the Cowboy Hero in American 

politics is the most deceptive form of the Cow-

boy image. The Cowboy icon―with all its 

goodness and naturalness―stands for Amer-

ica; therefore,  any disagreement with decisions 

made by our “cowboy” leader would consti-

tute disagreement (bad, unnatural) with Amer-

ica altogether. President Bush represents him-

self as a simple, working-class cowboy who 

lives a quiet life, but his words and deeds are 

those of the Lone Ranger. Who in America can 

forget the numerous times President Bush has 

told us that the way to capture terrorists is to 

“smoke ‘em out of their holes”? And who can 

forget the way that America charged into Iraq 

in order to save the world from weapons of 

mass destruction? We thought we were in 

danger because of 9/11, and President Bush 

cast himself as the Lone Ranger riding into 

town to save the day—i.e., to rescue the citi-

zens with whom we identified (the Iraqi peo-

ple) from outlaws (its own government).

George W. Bush uses the Cowboy image to 

convince Americans that they are on his side 

simply because they are Americans. He has 
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harnessed the myth of the extra-democratic, 

vigilante Cowboy to justify his rashness in 

moving on to ever-bigger conflicts. While you 

would be hard-pressed to find an American 

who did not agree with the invasion of Af-

ghanistan, the country found to harbor the ter-

rorists who attacked the Twin Towers in New 

York and the Pentagon in Washington, the in-

vasion of Iraq is a different story, and this is 

where Bush’s use of the Cowboy myth be-

comes seriously controversial. Iraq never at-

tacked the United States on our own soil. 

While it may have been ruled by a corrupt and 

evil man, and while we contested that man’s 

rule in the Gulf War of 1991, Iraq was never a 

direct aggressor against the United States. 

However,  George W. Bush created a scenario 

which made it acceptable to the American pub-

lic for him to send our armies into Iraq to dis-

arm and depose Saddam Hussein. In 2003 

many Americans saw him as the hero, riding 

into town just as the Cowboy in an old western 

movie does. He used the Lone Ranger form of 

the Cowboy Hero to make Americans feel that 

it was right for him to use non-democratic 

methods to save a society from itself. The 

Cowboy image not only masks Bush’s rashness 

but also works to quell suspicions that Amer-

ica is in Iraq in order to secure a portion of the 

world’s oil market. George W. Bush had suc-

cessfully duped America into believing that 

the only “American” thing to do was to go in 

and save Iraq from its own government.

However,  people outside our nation saw 

that the Americans’ violent, imperialistic con-

quest of Iraq may not have been the morally or 

politically correct move to make. Members of 

the United Nations were content to keep 

weapons inspectors in Iraq to find or to keep 

production of weapons of mass destruction in 

check. However, sitting idly by and waiting for 

a perceived threat to slowly vanish into obscu-

rity was not acceptable to George Bush the 

Cowboy. Instead of simply trying to contain 

Iraq’s military ambitions, Bush used a sem-

blance of an American national icon to justify 

an attack which, never having been sanctioned 

by the U.N., was outside normal democratic 

and international civil procedures.

Expressions of sentiment against Bush’s 

quick action in Iraq came from all over Europe. 

In his article, “To Some in Europe, the Major 

Problem is Bush the Cowboy,” David E.  Sanger 

points out that Europeans feel that “the presi-

dent’s language is far too blunt” (1). Sanger 

also quotes a German official, Hans-Ulrich 

Klose, saying that Bush’s way of talking feels 

as if he is “jabbing ... his finger at you” (1).   In 

other words,  Bush’s Cowboy demeanor of-

fends Europeans and alienates them from the 

prospect of allying themselves with us. Bush 

has taken the Lone Ranger act to the extreme; 

all his Cowboy talk and actions have left the 
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United States almost alone as aggressors in our 

struggles in Iraq and Afghanistan.  Bush has 

made America into what Andrew Bernstein 

describes as a reflection of the Cowboy’s “will-

ingness to stand up to evil and do it alone, if 

necessary” (1). Aside from England, whose 

prime minister Tony Blair is increasingly iden-

tified in the British press as “Tonto,” we are 

standing nearly alone, and that may not be 

necessary.

Some Europeans find our international 

policies ineffective, saying there might be bet-

ter ways to accomplish our goal of making Iraq 

a safer place to live and trade.  Sanger quotes 

one German official,  Karsten D. Voigt, saying, 

“We [Germans] know about containment.  ... 

We lived with it for 50 years. It worked. And at 

the end, we got a regime change” (4). Voigt is 

telling us that America did not have to charge 

into Iraq and try to solve its problem quickly.  A 

non-violent containment method would have 

effected change with less bloodshed,  and with 

lower costs on all sides. Containment was a 

Cold War strategy used to contain communism 

in the Soviet Union until that self-destructive 

form of government fizzled out.  Containment 

avoided the deaths of thousands on both sides 

and was an American triumph in the end. Not 

only would a containment strategy more likely 

have been approved by European nations,  it 

also would have been a better representation 

of the ethic of the nineteenth-century, peace-

loving Cowboy Hero.  

Some Americans may argue that it doesn’t 

matter what Europeans think about the Ameri-

can Cowboy and his role in politics. Andrew 

Bernstein points to “his unshakable moral con-

fidence in the face of evil.  It is this vision of 

the cowboy, not the European slander, that 

Americans find inspiring” (1). Bernstein argues 

that American inspiration and unity are more 

important than global solidarity.  However, this 

stance is inappropriate for a nation whose in-

ternational relations have become more and 

more important since the nineteenth century. 

In today’s era of internationalism and of global 

treaty organizations, a country’s role in the 

global community is much more significant 

than in the past. And the consequences of un-

necessary wars are, by their nature,  much more 

severe than are the consequences of Americans 

not being able to identify their leader as a 

mythic hero. Effective leaders do not have to 

dress up in the costume of a cultural myth if 

they are truly great. If it were not for George 

W. Bush’s ineffectiveness as a leader in the 

global community, he would not have to pre-

tend to be an American myth. America should 

not have to find inspiration in myth during 

times of trouble; we should be able to turn to a 

strong leader made of flesh and blood to in-

spire us and give us security.  

While the use of the Cowboy Hero in 

American politics was originally effective in 

creating a sense of national unity at the begin-

ning of the Iraq conflict,  that unity has dis-

solved as approval of the war efforts reached 

an all-time low this October (2005 Pew Global 

Attitudes Survey). The true significance of 

President Bush’s ineffectiveness of America’s 

use of the Cowboy Hero is in the global arena. 

European nations neither understand nor ap-

prove of Bush’s use of blunt language and con-

crete absolutes. His “finger pointing” attitude 

puts European nations in a “you’re either with 

me, or you’re against me” position, making 

international democratic diplomacy nearly 

impossible.  Bush’s violent embodiment of the 

Cowboy is a bloody and wasteful way to solve 

our nation’s problems. While one man can vio-

lently conquer evil in a western movie, riding 

into town with guns blazing is not the way to 

foster international peace. George W. Bush’s 

use of the Cowboy Hero is not only inappro-

priate, but outrageous and backward-thinking 

in a world that should be progressing in a 

peaceful direction.
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he modern West of the late twentieth 

and early twenty-first centuries has 

seen a rapid evolution of gender roles. 

The line between masculinity and femininity is 

becoming less clear as each gender takes on 

characteristics of the other and women, in par-

ticular, become more assertive and independ-

ent, frequently performing the roles once ex-

clusive to men. Where formerly it was the task 

of men to hold jobs requiring official authority 

or physical strength, women are now finding 

their own niches doing these tasks. Such is the 

case of Lt. Brenda Berkman, a New York City 

firefighter whose class action lawsuit in 1982 

won women the right to work as firefighters in 

that city (Miller 12). Twenty years before 

Berkman’s victory, a more noted contributor to 

the feminist movement made a great impact on 

society.  Betty Friedan, the author of the best-

selling book The Feminine Mystique (1963), be-

came a rising star for women’s liberation with 

a career that “highlight[ed]…the astonishing 

momentum that drove the American women’s 

movement from the early 1960s to the mid- 

1970s…” (Orleck 574). Another significant con-

tributor to the feminist movement was Eleanor 

Roosevelt, whose “insistence on her right to an 

identity of her own apart from her husband 

T
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and her family…transcended the dictates of 

her times to become one of the century’s most 

powerful and effective advocates for social 

justice” (Goodwin 12). Some of Roosevelt’s 

most memorable contributions were to the 

cause for equal job opportunities, not only for 

women, but also for minorities of race and 

religion. A particularly amusing strategy she 

employed was the barring of male journalists 

from press conferences, which forced news 

agencies nation-wide to hire female reporters 

in order to gain an audience with her (Good-

win 10). The efforts of Roosevelt, Friedan and 

countless others blazed the trail to the modern 

independence of women. More recent leading 

ladies include Shirley M. Tilghman, the first 

female president of Princeton University; 

Margaret Thatcher, the first female Prime Min-

ister of Great Britain; and Hilary Clinton, the 

Women prospectors on their way to the Klondike, 
circa 1898



powerful New York State Senator. Each of 

these women had to face criticism and conde-

scension for crossing the traditional line be-

tween the masculine and the feminine in order 

to rise to positions of power.

While many rejoice at these modern 

changes, others are left to wonder if the new 

role of femininity is a natural one.  Can women 

compete with men for physically challenging 

jobs? Are they capable of sustaining the 

survival-of-the-fittest, dog-eat-dog mentality 

that so defines the American economy? Are 

women suited to carrying out the role of 

bread-winner and independent aggressor, tak-

ing charge of their own futures and achieving 

their own dreams independently of men? In 

the early years of our country, before American 

women won the right to vote, Theodore Roo-

sevelt would have said “no.” As one of the na-

tion’s leading role models in the late nine-

teenth and early twentieth centuries,  his 

speeches and writing had a considerable im-

pact on the views of his fellow Americans. For 

example, in his speech on women, “Women 

and the Home,” which was addressed to the 

National Congress of Mothers in Washington 

in March of 1905, he asserted his opinion that, 

while women and men occupy distinctive and 

exclusive roles in life, they must function to-

gether: “The primary duty of the husband is to 

be the home-maker, the bread-winner for his 

wife and children, and that the primary duty 

of the woman is to be the helpmate, the 

housewife, and mother” (Roosevelt 315). He 

goes on to clarify that, although these roles are 

separate, they are equal.  Men and women 

must lend both aspects to the world, not only 

for the good of the family, but also for that of 

the American people. Although it could be ar-

gued that Roosevelt’s intent was to encourage 

cooperation between the genders and promote 

a healthier American society, the ultimate out-

come was the reinforcement of traditional 

gender roles in which men joined the work-

force and led adventurous public lives while 

women cooked, cleaned and raised children 

within the confines of the home. Roosevelt’s 

ideal of this healthier society hinged upon the 

idea that men and women must avoid over-

lapping their respective duties so that each 

gender might be an expert in its role. By coop-

erating with one another, the two pieces would 

create an efficient machine in which both 

halves were equally important, yet also co-

dependent.  Although Roosevelt’s ideal system 

might have succeeded on some level during 

the early days of America’s history, it is im-

practical to pursue it to its conclusion in light 

of modern social developments. Inevitably, 

most individuals will, at some point in life, be 

unpaired with a counterpart, whether due to 

circumstance or choice. In reality, it is more 

efficient for individuals to combine the two 

halves within themselves to create one fully-

operational whole, thereby becoming better 

suited to living independently—as everyone 

does eventually, whether for a month, a year or 

a lifetime.

Such archaic views as those supported by 

Teddy Roosevelt, intent upon separating mas-

culine and feminine responsibilities, have been 

widely accepted, yet they do not account for 

the vast number of exceptions throughout his-

tory, such as Joan of Arc, Queen Elizabeth I of 

England and Harriet Tubman. Hanna Breece, a 

contemporary of Roosevelt’s, is one such vari-

ant. Breece dedicated her life to educating un-

derprivileged children like those in the Iliamna 

village in the harsh climate of early twentieth-

century Alaska. This is quite admirable in light 

of the commonly held view of that region. 

Sheldon Jackson, held as a leading authority of 

Breece’s time, portrayed the inhabitants in his 

1880 book, Alaska, as “almost subhuman de-

mons from hell: frenzied men who ate dogs 

alive; cannibals who tore into raw corpses with 

their teeth; killers of babies; sexual abusers of 

little girls…torturers;  mutilators; enslavers; 

15

Hampton, “The Gender of Survival”



murderers; etc” (qtd. in Breece 199-200).  Re-

gardless of Jackson’s assessment of the inhabi-

tants of the region, Breece determinedly 

shouldered her duties as a teacher, hoping to 

carry the torch of enlightenment and prosper-

ity to the native people. In the pursuit of her 

goal, she endured the Alaskan subzero tem-

peratures and snowstorms without the benefits 

of modern conveniences, braved wild animals, 

and still had the energy to educate not only the 

children, but also the village as a whole. As a 

woman alone, she was forced to splice tradi-

tional gender roles the way a geneticist might 

splice pieces of DNA. In genetics, splicing is 

done to combine desirable qualities from sepa-

rate organisms in one specimen. Breece’s abil-

ity to successfully accomplish this answers the 

question of suitability with a resounding 

“yes.” Yes, women are suited to being inde-

pendent and, yes, women are suited to tradi-

tionally masculine aspects of character. By fol-

lowing Breece’s example of gender merging 

and becoming a more androgynous creature, 

individuals can contribute to creating a society 

that is healthier than even Roosevelt had envi-

sioned. Breece pioneered a mentality in which 

society is not based on the rigid idea of “sepa-

rate, but equal,” as in Roosevelt’s vision. The 

path she carved in Old Alaska leads to a world 

in which gender roles are hybridized and more 

fluid for maximum effectiveness.

In her memoir, A Schoolteacher in Old 

Alaska, Breece shows herself to be a woman 

capable of combining both masculine and 

feminine traits to create a balance fit for sur-

vival. In other words,  she meshes the best of 

both worlds, making herself into a person that 

not only survives in a harsh environment, but 

helps others survive as well. One example of 

Breece’s successful splicing of masculine and 

feminine characteristics is her conformity to 

standards of dress, regardless of impracticality. 

In the early 1900’s it was expected of a woman 

to wear several layers of clothing. The usual 

mode of dress consisted of chemise,  bloomers, 

one or two petticoats, woolen stockings, and 

an outer garment. A chemise is akin to a mod-

ern nightgown worn under the outer garment, 

extending from shoulder to mid-calf, and was 

worn either long-sleeved or sleeveless, de-

pending on the weather. Bloomers were an-

other type of undergarment, similar to pants 

but considerably baggier, although by this time 

a more fitted bloomer had begun to emerge on 

the frontier for greater mobility. Undergar-

ments were usually made of cotton or wool, 

and in Alaska wool was worn nine to twelve 

months a year. The outer garments were ankle 

length or longer, with a high neck and sleeves 

extending to the wrist. All outer garments ex-

cept the skirt were tight fitting and restrictive, 

and were fashioned of cotton or calico for 

summer months and wool for winter. An 

apron was often worn over the dress as well. 

These materials and many layers made 

women’s everyday clothing cumbersome and 

generally uncomfortable to wear. In addition, 

it is important to note that falling into deep 

water while clothed in this fashion usually 

meant certain death, as the multitude of gar-

ments would gain twice their weight in water. 

Women who could swim were rare, even on 

the frontier. This is most likely the reason for 

Breece’s horror at having to descend from the 

ship, the Dora,  via a rope ladder. Breece de-

scribes the incident, saying “I was told I must 

climb down a rope ladder thrown over the 

steamer’s rolling, tossing side and from there 

jump into a rowboat.  I told the crew I simply 

would not do it” (8). Her reaction is no won-

der, considering the risk of falling into the 

freezing water and being dragged under by 

her voluminous skirts.

Restricted as she was, Breece accomplished 

many masculine tasks, such as hiking and 

fighting a pack of vicious dogs, which might 

have been less difficult were she not encum-

bered by such ungainly clothing. At one point, 
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she even managed to stay afloat in a swift 

stream while her skirts fought against her. Af-

ter working late one night, she finally decided 

to head home in the dark with the sky pouring 

rain. Upon realizing that a wild animal was 

chasing her, she ran to the narrow bridge to 

escape by crossing to the other side. In her 

fright, she slipped and “pitched headlong into 

the swift current” (85). She describes her expe-

rience saying, “Somehow I scrambled up on 

the lodged log. My skirts bound around my 

feet so I could not move, the water was half-

way over the sides of the log, my lantern was 

gone and I was in utter darkness. But so far, so 

good” (84-85). Rather than linger on the im-

practicality of her clothing, Breece accepted 

that her skirts endangered her life and perse-

vered; she held on and called out until some-

one heard and came to her aide. Although her 

awkward garb is frequently inconvenient and 

even hazardous in Old Alaska, to wear any-

thing else would be labeled improper, and 

thereby hamper her effectiveness with the vil-

lagers. Undoubtedly, Breece’s willingness to 

conform to her gender’s criteria of dress also 

stems from the pride she held for the role of 

women in American culture as facilitators of 

survival for the species. For this reason, she 

accepted this part of her gender role and 

adopted traditionally masculine characteristics 

to compensate, using rational thought, perse-

verance and strength of spirit to overcome any 

dilemma her dress might cause.

Another example of combining masculine 

and feminine characteristics occurred while 

Breece was stationed in the village of Iliamna. 

As a schoolteacher, Breece was responsible for 

the village’s children. When she discovered 

that the children were malnourished due to the 

purposeful misuse of food supplies by the par-

ents, she used her blend of gender traits to 

seek the best possible outcome for her stu-

dents. She writes:

 I had a suspicion that the children were 

even less well off than could be ex-

pected. So I told them to bring a piece of 

pilot bread to school… the bread had 

been made of flour from the fermented 

mess left in the bottom of hooch barrels. 

After school that day I stormed to the 

village and made the biggest racket of 

which I was capable. They would not, I 
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made sure, use their flour that way 

again.” (143)

Hooch is an alcoholic beverage made with 

fermented flour,  completely lacking in nutri-

ents, but appealing due to the fogginess of 

mind available upon consumption. The par-

ents, facing months of famine and thoroughly 

disheartened, found respite in the stupor the 

liquor provided.  Yet in the middle of a famine, 

as was the case in Iliamna, the loss of nutrients 

was a double blow. It was for this reason 

Breece stormed to the village to reprimand the 

adults.  She showed her feminine side through 

her compassion for the children, as well as 

through her indignation at their parents’ irre-

sponsibility. She coupled these with the more 

masculine tactics of aggression and confronta-

tion, playing the role of independent aggressor 

so that she might help those less fortunate than 

she. During the winter of the following year, 

the second year of famine in Iliamna, Breece 

again interceded to ensure the welfare of the 

villagers. Without the knowledge of her supe-

riors,  she encouraged the men of the village to 

cut firewood for the school in exchange for 

emergency food rations provided by the gov-

ernment (153-9). This is yet another prime ex-

ample of successful splicing, as Breece demon-

strated authority and initiative in her decision-

making while being motivated by her compas-

sionate and nurturing nature.

In pursuit of a healthier, hybridized soci-

ety,  there is one particular phenomenon to 

note: the commonly held belief that men and 

women are inherently different. Breece was 

aware of this stance on gender differences, and 

used such beliefs to her advantage, as insinu-

ated in a letter to a supervisor in which she 

accounts for her willful lack of business sense 

by writing, “I’m a woman and cannot think 

and speak like a man” (205). Although Breece 

was clearly capable of both thinking and 

speaking like a man, she played upon the mis-

conceptions of gender to bend her supervisor 

to her will.

This view is further built upon in the 

commentary of Jane Jacobs, the editor of 

Breece’s memoir and her great-niece,  who 

states, “Many little observations, as well as 

many little silences in her memoir,  add up to 

the impression that she thought men, by and 

large, behaved like controllers of other people 

when they were in a position to do so, and all 

too often were ready to take advantage of 

those in their power. She did not regard this as 

usual behavior for women” (Breece 205). In a 

memoir riddled with Breece’s own opinions 

and commentary, Jacobs is quick to pick up on 

the lack of explicit criticism. One such instance 

occurs in reference to Mr. Miller,  the husband 

of Breece’s friend. This particular man rou-

tinely made his wife tend their trapping lines 

and carry all of their equipment between posts 

while he selfishly did nothing. In addition, he 

proudly announced that he had once been 

wealthy due to dealing in whiskey. In Breece’s 

commentary, she simply states: “I well realized 

he was too old to change his ideals…so I made 

no comment” (157). The telling absence of 

Breece’s usual byline in reference to these 

“many little observations” indicates her disap-

proval of the man’s aggressive domination, 

though it might be concluded that she is con-

tent with the use of obscure manipulation. 

Breece sees these men as controllers in destruc-

tive competition for the superior role in their 

sphere. While they push those in their power 

to do their bidding, they ignore, and often fa-

cilitate, the suffering of others. The lack of this 

characteristic in women allows for the nurtur-

ing side of humanity to emerge, even if by sub-

tle manipulation,  thereby cultivating the well-

being of the community by focusing on more 

than just the individual.

Although Breece was aware of gender dif-

ferences, even going so far as to actively com-

bine traits of each gender for her own pur-
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poses, it is the opinion of Jacobs that “it is clear 

that what she saw as a gender difference was 

something she did not care to change in her-

self” (205). It would seem that Breece changed 

only those differences that did not suit her, and 

retained those that did. Perhaps the most strik-

ing question is not whether she intended to 

change gender differences,  but whether they 

were changed regardless. Breece was a libera-

tor of women, taking it upon herself to educate 

them, as in the case with a young mother who 

was afraid to bathe her child: 

 She was furious and insisted it would 

kill the baby if I made her put him in 

the water…The only recourse was an 

object lesson.  So I took the baby, and in 

spite of her efforts to stop me, removed 

his filthy rags and put him in the tub 

and he had the washing of his life…

when it was all over, and the mother 

saw her child so clean and comfortable, 

lying there in his little white bed, she 

thanked me over and over (104).  

Though it might not be said that Breece was 

one of the great engineers of women’s libera-

tion, as her contribution was only discovered 

years after her death, it could be said that she 

was one of the early pioneers. Where one will 

lead, others may follow, which is certainly the 

case with Breece. By setting an example for 

those directly connected to her, she started a 

ripple-effect, one of many pebbles in the pond 

of women’s liberation.

Hanna Breece’s experiences in Alaska sup-

port the idea that women are suited to being 

aggressive and independent of men. Breece 

exhibited the physical strength, assertiveness, 

independence, and determination usually at-

tributed to men, but softened these with the 

compassion, nurturing, and patience attributed 

to women. By splicing these traits together, she 

made herself into a creature that was not only 

stronger on her own, but that also strength-

ened those around her. Her story demonstrates 

that it is not necessary for women and men to 

create teams with separate but equal character-

istics, as Theodore Roosevelt suggested. 

Rather, each person needs traditionally “mas-

culine” qualities for his or her own survival, 

and traditionally “feminine” qualities for the 

survival of the species. In Old Alaska, Breece 

learned that while traditionally masculine 

qualities such as physical strength, ruthless-

ness, and competitive drive could facilitate the 

survival of one individual, it was often at the 

expense of others. By following the examples 

set by such exemplary ladies as Eleanor Roo-

sevelt,  and utilizing traditionally feminine as-

pects such as compassion, nurturing, and ac-

tive involvement in our communities, we en-

courage the survival of the human race. With-

out this, there is no humanity. 
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allas was hazy and damp on that 

particular evening in October. As I 

stood in a crowded, smoky club, 

impatiently waiting for the headlining band to 

take the stage, something about the atmos-

phere piqued my interest—something in the 

air, something exceptional. Beneath the clanks 

and clatter, the voices and laughter, the most 

fascinating and intricately raw music I had 

ever heard trickled out of the house speakers 

at a low volume. The foreign-sounding music 

eventually engulfed the room with vibrant, 

disorienting energy. When the band finally 

began their set, I found myself yearning for the 

otherworldly recorded music instead. After the 

show, the band’s sound technician informed 

me that Can, an experimental krautrock collec-

tive from Germany, was responsible for the 

mesmerizing sounds. Their music effortlessly 

blends and distorts whispers, enigmatic guitar 

lines, mechanical bleeps, looped sound record-

ings,  fuzzy drums, and impassioned vocals. 

Blurry song structures and embedded noises 

seamlessly connect Can’s sonic ideas into one 

continuous experiment in sound, free of the 

organizational constraints of traditional music. 

D
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Traditional music typically utilizes well-

known instruments and combinations of in-

struments, similar song structures, and pure, 

soothing voices. Musically and intellectually 

distinct from the formulaic, manufactured 

three-minute pop songs that we all know, 

Can’s music challenged and revolutionized 

the way I listen to music and hear noise in 

music. Can made me realize that the terms 

“noise” and “music” are highly subjective and 

interchangeable.

Can’s music isn’t noise itself, but it might 

strike the listener as a fitting analogy for noise. 

Just as Can’s music doesn’t comply with 

common compositional practices, noise 

doesn’t conform to society’s expectations of 

and preferences for sound: pleasant, common, 

and accessible sounds. These “acceptable” 

sounds create one’s aural comfort zone, where 

the variety of sounds is limited to the familiar. 

Every person’s aural comfort zone is unique 

because every individual has distinctive levels 

of experience, expectation, enthusiasm, and 

patience regarding sound. To some extent, 

noise always violates the average person’s 

aural comfort zone, and it is the fear of this 

disturbance—this intrusion of the unfamili-

ar—that prevents us from embracing the po-

tential of noise and expanding our aural com-

fort zones. By staying within our predeter-

mined boundaries, we rob ourselves of new 

insights. Noise is not only an enormous ele-

ment of what we hear, it is also one of the 

primary yet most overlooked contributors to 

our thought process. Experiencing an unfamil-

iar sensory sensation is the only way to ex-

pand our thoughts, because everything we 

think about comes from something we saw, 

tasted, smelt, touched, or heard. At the oppo-

site end of the sonic spectrum, music can also 

be a significant thought-inducer. When noises 

infiltrate music, as exhibited in Can’s inspired 

and raw recordings, the sounds become a 

striking representation of life itself—mimick-



ing the blissful unpredictability of our exis-

tence, in contrast to the predictable compla-

cency delivered by the average pop song. Be-

cause noise impacts the way we think and 

keeps us grounded in reality, it should not be 

avoided. Noises, especially in music, offer a 

unique opportunity to see things from a fresh 

perspective and wake our ears and minds to 

the psychological benefits of a life in constant 

aural fluctuation.

Wherever sound is found, there is noise. 

According to Torben Sangild, author of The 

Aesthetics of Noise, “Noises are sounds that are 

impure and irregular, neither tones nor 

rhythm—roaring,  pealing, blurry sounds with 

a lot of simultaneous frequencies, as opposed 

to a rounded sound with a basic frequency and 

its related overtones.” This is an eloquent 

technical definition of noise, but it fails to de-

fine the circumambience of noise in our lives, 

the way noise—those rogue sounds that rarely 

concede to society’s aural comfort zone—sur-

rounds us on every street, in every classroom, 

and in every home. In this sense,  noise is more 

of an atmosphere than a sound—more of a 

constant environment than a random tap on 

our eardrums. To most people, this atmosphere 

created by noise is unpleasant; it often alien-

ates and irritates everyday listeners. 

Unfortunately, the unpleasant characteris-

tics of noise are usually the only ones ac-

knowledged. According to Dr. Karin Bijster-

veld, academic director for the Netherlands 

Graduate School of Science, Technology and 

Modern Culture, in the early 1900s, numerous 

anti-noise campaigns emerged around the 

country, arguing that since “the ear, unlike the 

eye, had no natural defense, the law should 

recognize and more precisely protect the right 

to silence in one’s own dwelling—by trans-

forming certain noises into penal offenses.” 

Bijsterveld contends that the dominant phi-

losophy of the early twentieth century con-

sisted of the idea that "noise meant chaos, si-

lence meant order, and rhythm meant control.” 

As technology advanced, noise was a byprod-

uct of the technological advances, and noise 

abatement campaigns aimed to minimize the 

chaotic disruption of jarring noise. Noise “was 

not merely seen as ‘primitive’ but also as ‘inef-

ficient’” (Bijsterveld). People considered noise 

a hindrance to personal thought—aural pan-

d e m o n i u m t h a t s h o u l d b e a v o i d e d . 

Nineteenth-century philosopher Arthur 

Schopenhauer resented noise (particularly that 

of a cracking whip) for distracting him from 

his philosophical work:

[Whip-cracking makes] a peaceful life im-

possible; it puts an end to all quiet thought 

… No one with anything like an idea in his 

head can avoid a feeling of actual pain at 

this sudden, sharp crack, which paralyzes 

the brain, rends the thread of reflection, 

and murders thought. (qtd in Bijsterveld)

Schopenhauer’s vulnerability to the sound of a 

whip might seem quaint to us today, where the 

sound of a cracking whip, though sudden, is 

nothing compared to the deafening roar of a 

jumbo jet or a crowded city. Over the years, 

humans have had to adapt to noise; our 

threshold for disruptive sounds increases in 

proportion to the new noises created by con-

temporary culture. Though modern society’s 

definition of noise has grown less strict, the 

social bias towards noise lingers today. A study 

conducted in Spain found that urban house-

holds would be willing to pay about 4 euros 

per decibel per year for noise reduction if such 

a program were devised and instituted. Maybe 

those surveyed believe a reduction in noise 

would translate to an increase in concentration 

and productivity. Though noise might tempo-

rarily slow down or disable cerebral activity, 

over time it does not prevent thought. Rather, it 

challenges the way we currently think and 

prevents us from living in a trance of comfort-

able, agreeable sounds in our aural comfort 

zone. 
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How noisy is the world we live in today, 

and how do these noises affect us? Authors 

Thomas J. McCarthy and Jan Koenen both 

warn that noise disconnects us from ourselves. 

McCarthy, regular contributor to America:  the 

National Catholic Weekly, explores the different 

effects of what he labels natural sounds and 

commercial, technological noise have on our 

psyches in his article “The Culture of Noise.” 

He asserts that in the wilderness “the sounds 

carried no message; the beauty was not an im-

age produced for consumption but, like thun-

der or blisters or dung, a brute fact of nature,”  

whereas the background noise in “a world 

h y p e r - d e s i g n e d t o m a k e [ u s ] f e e l 

‘connected’….impoverishes rather than en-

riches human experience” (McCarthy). For 

McCarthy, the pure, noiseless sounds of nature 

provoke no thoughts, instead cradling him in 

his aural comfort zone. Koenen, author of “A 

Starbucks State of Mind,” finds herself uncom-

fortably coddled by the “noise” of pro-

grammed background music. She hates when 

music “is played to divorce us from our-

selves,” serving as “the constant slosh and 

trickle of background noise.” Programmed 

music at Starbucks, Koenen argues, contributes 

to a swirling whirlpool of consumerism, direct-

ing all thoughts inward towards the chief goal 

of purchasing a scone or latte. The music at 

Starbucks disgusts Koenen with its ability to 

seduce its listeners into a state of thoughtless-

ness, or rather a state of narrow, consumption-

driven thought. She says herself that “medita-

tion begins in the swirl of thought,” and for 

Koenen, it’s not that noise prevents thought, 

but that it instills a limited range of thought. 

However,  could it be this noise that Koenen so 

fervently denounces is actually the fountain-

head for her meditation?

Though McCarthy and Koenen argue that 

noises numb our thought processes, they ne-

glect to make a distinction between noise serv-

ing to limit thought and noise that distracts us 

from narrow thought. Noise will distract us 

and it isn’t really noise if it doesn’t. According 

to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, the defini-

tion of noise is “any sound that is undesired or 

interferes with one's hearing of something.” 

No one can deny that noises will interfere with 

our aural surroundings. But the inability to 

accept the challenge of noise’s distraction and 

search for cognitive inspiration within that 

distraction is what prevents humans from ever 

truly connecting to this noisy culture. I made 
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the mistake of typing this essay in a crowded 

study lounge.  Chatter, slurps, thuds, laughter, 

and sneezes permeated the stillness of my 

thought environment. I masked the noise for a 

while with my iPod. Manufactured pop music 

shot up through my headphones, replacing the 

random noises with handclaps and slick har-

monies. I hoped the distracting sounds would 

disappear so I could concentrate. However, 

after an hour of absent thoughts I wondered if 

my attitude towards the noise was inappropri-

ate. I took off the headphones and after adjust-

ing to the noises,  the ideas began to flow. I was 

shocked that noise of the study lounge was 

more productive for me than the music I at-

tempted to cradle myself in. But I shouldn’t 

have been so surprised. The study lounge was 

thick with the same vibrant,  disorienting en-

ergy I felt at the club in Dallas—an energy cre-

ated by the inspiring sounds of random noise. 

The same energy that challenged the way I 

listen to music challenged me to think from 

different angles as I wrote this essay. Through 

impure frequencies and irregular patterns, 

noise provides aural counterarguments to ac-

ceptable sound, possibly sparking counterar-

guments in our basic trains of thought at the 

same time. 

Sundry noise does have the potential to 

evoke thought and challenge the boundaries of 

our aural comfort zones, yet most people pre-

fer to carve out places to think by listening to 

silence and music over getting to know their 

natural auditory environment.  Both silence 

and music are temporary vacations from real-

ity. To Koenen, silence “engulfs the hamster-

like busyness of [her] brain and frees it to spin 

out its manic listmaking, worrying, and free 

floating angst into a blank blue sky” and re-

leases “something sharp and hard inside [her 

and makes her] feel like a sixth grader on the 

first morning of summer vacation.” Silence 

liberates people from the noisy chaos of life, if 

only for a brief minute. Similarly, music can 

also be a relief from a noisy, disorderly socie-

ty—another place to hide out if one chooses 

not to accept the distracting challenge that 

noise provides. Luigi Russolo, Futurist and 

author of The Art of Noises,  contends that 

sound is “a thing in itself, distinct and inde-

pendent of life,  and the result [of this concept 

is] music, a fantastic world superimposed on 

the real one,  an inviolable and sacred world” 

(Russolo 206). Humans in general embrace the 

chance to go on vacation, to take a break from 

reality, to hover above or outside of everyday 

life, “independent” (Russolo 206). The vacation 

to the otherworldly of music is no exception. 

People occasionally need the harmonious, 

organized sounds of music because they pro-

vide a deep satisfaction that random noise 

cannot. Music moves us, evokes memories, 

and even has therapeutic benefits. The ability 

of music to soothe the mind and body is so 

powerful that today music is commonly used 

in medical therapy. Peggy Fedor, a registered 

nurse for more than 30 years, currently serves 

as a music practitioner, someone who comforts 

and heals sick individuals with music. Peggy 

Fedor highlights her first experience as a music 

practitioner:

An actively dying hospice patient has just 

been repositioned in bed. She moans 

loudly with every labored breath,  her face 

taut with strain. Her eyes seem to bulge 

from her skeleton-like face, her hands are 

clenched in fists, and her arms are tight to 

her body. I start to play my harp softly. 

After five minutes, I notice her breathing 

has slowed. The moans have stopped. Her 

eyes close. Her face softens. Her hands 

open. Her arms relax.  She appears to be 

resting peacefully. Her son, who is sitting 

across the room, begins to cry.

Music at its best holds the ability to transport 

us to another world, a world void of pain and 

discomfort. At its worst,  music, like Koenen’s 

example of the programmed tunes in Star-
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bucks, can be exploited to manipulate our 

thoughts. Both of these abilities are bottled 

when we record music. Recorded music lets us 

listen to the harmonious sounds whenever our 

souls feel exhausted, or when we just need to 

“get away” for a little while, just by turning on 

our iPod or popping a CD into our car stereo. 

Music replaces reality with melodies, pain 

with harmonies.

But do we ever experience a full displace-

ment of reality through music? When music is 

recorded, the sounds created are rarely the only 

sounds being recorded, similar to live concerts, 

experiences full of extraneous noise. Noises in 

the recording process change our perception of 

music. Stan Link, music professor at Vanderbilt 

University, notes that up “until quite recently 

in the history of recording…a noticeable level 

of documentary and transduction was un-

avoidable during both the recording and play-

back processes.” Tiny crackles and skips, audi-

ble breaths, and noises caused by imperfec-

tions in recording mechanisms add to the in-

struments and voices in recordings. Ever since 

the inception of recording, musicians strove to 

rid their reproductions of these noisy blem-

ishes. Link contends that recording technolo-

gies are “approaching a point where, given the 

identity of a digital source and its bit-perfect 

transfer,  what remain[s] [is] not "recording" as 

much as the pure duplication of an original.” 

Any noise that confuses, distracts, or chal-

lenges listeners can be removed to make the 

song more “pure” and harmonious. The song 

“Hide and Seek” by Imogen Heap is a perfect 

example of the magic of current recording 

technology. It contains no instruments, only a 

perfectly computer-manipulated female voice. 

Not one breath, one scratch, one imperfection 

is heard. The result is a song that sounds so 

otherworldly, so perfect that listener feels mo-

mentarily detached from reality. It may be the 

most perfect example of listeners’ desire for 

music to transport them to another world, but 

the song has an awkward effect on me. On one 

hand, I am thoroughly attracted to the sheer 

and faultless beauty of the song; but on the 

other,  I feel slightly alienated listening to the 

noise-free music because it seems a little too 

idealistic. Some of the beauty of music is in the 

translation between pure sound and other 

sounds. Russolo asserts that “it is characteristic 

of noise to recall us brutally to real life” (209). 

Though recording technology today is at a 

point where noise can be totally eliminated 

from recordings, an interesting countermove-

ment has emerged in recent years. The very 

technology that was created to rid musical re-

cordings of noise is often used to put noise 

back into the recordings. Iron and Wine’s stel-

lar cover of The Postal Service song “Such 

Great Heights” puts the imperfections back 

into the recording. The song is full of cracks, a 

constant background hum, and deep, noisy 

breaths. These noises bring the song closer to 

the human condition by embracing the imper-

fections of life, which explains the human urge 

to put noise back into music.  Most music with-

out noise seems fraudulent, like it’s robbing 

our minds of something new and fresh. Noises 

assail us when we least expect it,  spiraling in 

an around our ears, and music that is totally 

free of these attacks sounds unfamiliar to me, 

leaving my human curiosity unfulfilled.  Noise 

bridges music and the real world, connecting 

recorded music to its roots—roots embedded 

in the pure expression of creativity, not the 

pure expression of sound. Noises in music, like 

those that the musicians of Can implement, 

connect ideas,  provoke thought, and catapult 

us back to the grittiest aspects of life, back to 

the world we think and live in.  The dishar-

mony of noise in music provides arguments 

and counterarguments to our current way of 

thinking about sound, and these aural debates 

spark cognitive growth in all facets of life, ac-

cording to the previously mentioned proposal 

that all thought is the product of our senses. 
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Noise is displeasing as a sound because it 

is not doctored up in a predictable variety of 

tones, pitches, and patterns like music. 

Whereas noise is sound that is disagreeable 

and unsystematic, music is the pleasurable and 

manufactured arrangement of sound. But what 

differentiates harmony and noise? Just as there 

is a fine, almost imperceptible line between art 

and non-art (for example, the difference be-

tween abstract art and finger painting), there is 

a fine line between noise and music.  In that 

sense, noise has distinctive formal qualities 

like standard music—sounds with vibrant 

harmonies and conventional patterns. Echoes 

of tornado sirens harmonize with each other 

and follow a consistent pattern,  even though 

most regard the sirens as noisy. If one listens 

attentively with a creative and adventurous 

ear, even noisy sirens can be viewed as music. 

Luigi Russolo validates this proposition:

Noise in fact can be differentiated from 

sound only in so far as the vibrations 

which produce it are confused and irregu-

lar, both in time and intensity. Every noise 

has a tone, and sometimes also a harmony 

that predominates over the body of its ir-

regular vibrations. (Russolo 210)

Since tone and frequency are the core of all 

music, what differentiates noise and music is 

intention. Music is created by people who have 

intentional reasons for using the sounds they 

do, whereas noise is a mostly unintentional 

product of society. Artists are slowly embrac-

ing the unintentional powers of noise. As mu-

sic “becomes continually more complicated, 

strives to amalgamate the most dissonant, 

strange and harsh sounds” (Russolo 206), new 

rationales for harmony are created and previ-

ous auditory barriers challenged. 

Humans believe that deliberate musical 

creations affect the listener more profoundly 

than the full orchestra of noises coming from 

the cars, the street, the birds, and the wind. It’s 

the form of music that people are comforted 

and transported by, not the actual sounds of 

the music. Russolo affirms the importance of 

musical form on our perception of music, stat-

ing, “all [musical] sound carries with it a de-

velopment of sensations that are already famil-

iar and exhausted, and which predispose the 

listener to boredom” (207). Listeners relate this 

boredom to comfort, because they do not hear 

anything invasive in there. People remember 

patterns of notes, pleasing musical flourishes 

and ornaments, soothing phrase—not the lit-

eral sounds that make up music. Most listeners 

would be made uncomfortable by the free flow 

of noise created by the disappearance of struc-

ture in music. But nature itself is not rational 

and organized like music; it is frenzied, uncon-

trollable,  and constantly changing—and so is 

its sound. When we listen to recorded noise, 

especially noise in music, we are forced let the 

noise consume us and overwhelm our senses. 

John Cage, an extremely influential experimen-

tal musician and theologian, believes music 

can “open the mind to divine influences,” es-

pecially when noise and irregular patterns are 

infused in the music (15). To Cage, the purpose 

of music is “not an attempt to bring order out 

of chaos, nor to suggest improvements in crea-

tion, but simply to wake up to the very life we 

are living” (17).

Noise in music carries a tension that chal-

lenges our notion of harmony. Torben Sangild 

explains further:

When you reverse a disturbance into a part 

of the music itself, it is not smoothly inte-

grated but infuses the music with a ten-

sion. There is still a play on the formerly 

negative relation between noise and signal 

when a noise is legitimated. This tension is 

an important part of the musical power of 

noise.

Noise is not an easy stimulus to accept as mu-

sic,  especially if it is seen as invading some-

thing as structured and pleasant as traditional 

music. Yet accepting the challenge and jour-
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neying outside of our aural comfort zones and 

experiencing music that incorporates noise is 

imperative to developing well-rounded cogni-

tive perception. Someone’s thought created 

those sounds, that music. One doesn’t have to 

enjoy another’s music or agree with the rea-

sons for creating it. But by agreeing or dis-

agreeing with the ideas presented in music, we 

can make the noises speak through our cogni-

tion. We must jump into the adventure of noise 

to achieve a better understanding of our sur-

roundings. 

We are subliminally, and perhaps sub-

limely, connected to noise; it a part of our lives, 

constant and disorienting at the same time. 

When I stuck the Can CD into the player,  an 

awkward sense of disappointment consumed 

me. While the music was still amazing, or-

ganic, and intensively creative, it was missing 

the “life” it had at the club. Perplexed, I real-

ized those other noises were missing from the 

music, and concluded that those clanks and 

clatters, those voices and laughter must have 

contributed to the music’s impact on me; the 

noises enhanced my enjoyment of and cerebral 

interest in the music. Should we fear the attack 

of noise? No. Embrace it.
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he success of environmental issues 

ultimately lies in the hands of politi-

cians. No eco-friendly organization or 

individual will be strong enough to influence 

an increasingly selfish population to put an 

inanimate Earth’s needs before its own. Most 

of us are well aware that the environment is 

deteriorating, and there are many organiza-

tions and governments (such as Japan’s) who 

are helping out the cause of awareness. But 

that awareness is still not enough to change 

most people’s ways; the history of environ-

mental treatment has shown humans continu-

ally moving towards exploitative behavior, 

living like parasites on the planet’s surface, 

sucking all the good out and seldom returning 

the favor. There have been bumps in this path 

towards complete exploitation, however. The 

conservation era of the early twentieth century 

led by the Roosevelt administration and the 

massive environmental reforms of the 1970s 

enacted by the Nixon administration are some 

examples that prove humans are not destined 

to exploit the earth and that environmentally 

friendly governments do make an impact. En-

T
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vironmental improvement needs to be pur-

sued by the government today like it was in 

these past administrations and given as much 

effort as we put towards our country’s eco-

nomic health and domestic safety. Why is the 

government necessary to the success of envi-

ronmentalism? The answer is simple:  politi-

cians are the only group that has the power to 

make a change. Politicians can guide us to the 

right path through their ability to speak to the 

masses and to make laws that people must 

follow. They can aid us in changing our atti-

tudes, or perhaps more successfully, they can 

create punishment for mistreating the envi-

ronment. The problem with the government 

being the environment’s sole savior is that 

these officials are often disillusioned them-

selves about the proper treatment of our 

earthly home. Too often they fall into the trap 

of earthly misuse for their own good, as they 

are only humans like the rest of us.  Politicians 

are the stewards that regulate the rest of us; 

therefore, they are the official stewards of the 

environment. But we should all be stewards, 

or caretakers, of the environment.

Many politicians from both Democratic 

and Republican parties in the United States 

proclaim that they have a responsibility to care 

for the environment in the form of steward-

ship. In general, the argument for this respon-

sibility usually stems from religious origins, 

particularly from Christianity and Judaism. 

According to these religions, God specified in 

the beginnings of creation that people would 

be “stewards” of the Earth—in other words 

they could use the Earth’s resources to sur-

vive, but they must continually care for and 

maintain the Earth while doing so. Our cur-

rent president, George W. Bush, has stated that 

“Good stewardship is a personal responsibil-

ity of all of us” and “that’s what’s important 

for Americans to understand—that each of us 

has a responsibility, and it’s part of our value 

system in our country to assume that respon-



sibility” (qtd. in Cooper 5). Like President 

Bush, D. Christiansen, a theologian and Chris-

tian writer, is a supporter of stewardship, but 

is convinced that governments and individuals 

alike have not reached the level of care for the 

environment necessary to make improve-

ments. Lynn White, a history professor and the 

author of “The Historical Roots of Our Eco-

logical Crisis,” however, is critical of this relig-

ious approach to environmentalism and finds 

Christianity the primary reason that environ-

mental mistreatment has developed at all be-

cause it has taught us to care more about our-

selves than the environment.

What we need, then, is a politician who 

truly sees the Earth as an object to be cared for 

instead of as an eternal provider of resources 

and profit;  this change could have an astound-

ing impact on the attitudes and actions of the 

rest of the population. Politicians everywhere 

claim that they support environmental stew-

ardship, but there are problems with the way 

that they, along with the rest of the population, 

are currently interpreting the Judeo-Christian 

responsibility to the Earth.  For decades, taking 

care of the environment seems to have taken a 

back seat to other issues in politics. The last 

two presidential administrations (Bush’s and 

Clinton’s) have only addressed environmental 

issues when it was absolutely necessary or af-

ter other, supposedly more important, issues 

were solved. The stewardship proposed by 

certain religious groups can work,  though, if it 

is used in the way that it was originally meant. 

The well-being of humans is more important, 

yes,  and we can use the earth’s resources for 

our own good—we have mastered this half of 

stewardship. But the other half is that caring 

for the environment is a job that was given to 

us and that should be just as important as 

every other job that we are responsible for car-

rying out. Politicians seem to think that the 

Earth can wait until the world is at peace and 

the economy is in good shape. What they do 

not address is that when the environment gets 

so bad that we can no longer fix it, issues like 

world peace and the economy will not matter 

anymore. There is an imbalance in the human-

environment relationship today, for which our 

baser nature is largely to blame. The idea of 

using the Earth for our own benefit while pre-

serving and maintaining it sadly has become 

misconstrued to mean that we can use envi-

ronmental resources without worrying about 

the outcome; it has been made to mean that the 

Earth was given to us to do with what we 

please and can wait until we are ready to take 

care if it. Too long have selfish, often commer-

cial, interests presided over the responsibility 

that many claim to believe in but fail to carry 

out. Only a true steward relationship to the 

Earth, where we restore as well as extract, can 

save the environment, and only a politician 

will have the power to change our relationship 

to the environment. 

In the early twentieth century, the United 

States population was in a fervor trying to im-

prove the country—from the living conditions 

in urban areas to the quality of food, and for 

the first time, even the environment. A series of 

environmental protection laws were enacted 

during the presidency of Theodore Roosevelt 

who, in addition to being a successful politi-

cian, was an avid explorer of nature and a re-

nowned naturalist. Roosevelt is a prime exam-

ple of a politician who supported environ-

mental improvement and gained popular sup-

port for the movement, and at the same time 

ensured its success by putting laws in place 

that the people must follow. His main ap-

proach to preserving the environment was 

through conservation, for which he set aside 

over 16 million acres of land for national parks 

that could not be used for commercial inter-

ests.  Although we may get nostalgic about the 

good character of Roosevelt and his environ-

mental advisors, we must keep in mind that 

they had the opinion that people’s needs were 
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more important than nature’s imbedded in 

their minds as well.  Roosevelt’s main advisor 

in the area, Gifford Pinchot, illustrates this im-

balance clearly in a statement where he de-

scribes conservation as “the use of the earth for 

the permanent good of man” (qtd. in McCon-

nell 464). The movement largely succeeded 

because humans would ultimately win in the 

situation: if they set aside certain lands for 

later use, they would be ensured to have re-

sources as long as they needed them. The 

movement also flourished because America 

was in a stage where most citizens feared the 

rise of big business, and Pinchot gave the con-

servation movement an anti-monopoly slant as 

well: “The natural resources must be devel-

oped and preserved for the benefit of many, 

and not merely the profit of the few” (qtd. in 

McConnell 466).  Conservation was a great start 

to environmentalism in this country, for,  ac-

cording to Grant McConnell, “Pinchot did suc-

ceed—and this was his essential achieve-

ment—in directing the energies and the enthu-

siasm of the Progressive movement in its early 

stages to conservation” (McConnell 466).   But 

was conservation created for the noble reason 

of giving back to the environment? It was not. 

The effects of the conservation movement 

persist today and continue to play into current 

politics. President Bush feels that the environ-

mental and conservational gains made in the 

last three decades, including the Clean Air Act, 

the Clean Water Act (both policies to reduce 

pollution in these areas), and laws to protect 

endangered species and force the cleanup of 

toxic wastes have been tremendous. He feels 

that “we’ve done all this at a time when our 

economy and population grew dramatically ... 

[showing] that we can expand our economy 

for the good of all of us, while also being good 

and conscientious stewards of the environ-

ment” (qtd. in Cooper 24).  Most of these envi-

ronmental policies were put in place in the 

1970s, though. The policies have been very 

beneficial; they mark a shift in that era towards 

a feeling of real responsibility towards the 

earth. But unfortunately we have not had a lot 

of environmental policy action since those 

years.  Although one fourth of the United 

States’ land mass is part of a national park, 

new technologies threaten these parks, espe-

cially the use of snowmobiles on the preserved 

land (Cooper 15). President Clinton, in the last 

months before leaving office in 2000, put into 

effect a regulation on snowmobiles in several 

major national parks.  When President Bush 

took office the regulation was still new and 

poorly founded due to its late passing and 

Bush put this regulation, along with 175 other 

environmental protection laws, on hold (Coo-

per 15).  Rather than showing a true concern for 

the environment, both leaders seemed to have 

been using these environmental policies as 

playing pieces in their game of political chess. 

President Bush has been criticized by 

many environmentalists and Democrats for 

favoring industry over the environment, and 

many feel that the United States needs to take 

action on the new and extremely threatening 

dilemma of global warming (Cooper 5). In ad-

dition to putting Clinton’s snowmobile bans 

on hold, Bush also refused to comply with the 

Kyoto Protocol, an international treaty to cut 

down on emissions of greenhouse gases that 

cause global warming. He defended this deci-

sion by stressing that “the approach taken un-

der the Kyoto Protocol would have required 

the United States to make deep and immediate 

cuts in our economy to meet an arbitrary tar-

get;” this statement reveals that he values peo-

ple’s material comfort over the environment 

(qtd. in Cooper 8).  He feels that “as president 

of the United States, charged with safeguard-

ing the welfare of the American people…I will 

not commit our nation to an unsound interna-

tional treaty that will throw millions of our 

citizens out of work” (qtd. in Cooper 8). What 

he fails to recognize is that as president, he is 
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also a key steward of the environment and has 

the power to influence the way all Americans 

behave in the environment.  During the Pro-

gressive Era, human as well as environmental 

progress was made. In the 1970s, as President 

Bush said, we made economic advances while 

protecting the environment. Today, we may be 

technologically and economically progressing, 

but environmental issues are at a standstill, 

and politicians have dropped their duty as 

stewards for issues that they feel are more im-

portant. Now, the environment has been 

harmed to the point that the only solution may 

be to sacrifice our own comfort.

Due to the way that current politicians, 

and thus ordinary citizens, are misconstruing 

the meaning of environmental stewardship, 

there are some that have disconnected from the 

concept of stewardship, and therefore from the 

government’s support of it. Lynn White, a his-

torian and a leader of the anti-stewardship en-

vironmentalists, sees Christianity as “the most 

anthropocentric religion the world has seen” 

and contends that the notion of humans right-

fully being able to use the earth makes us think 

that “God planned all of this [the earth] for 

man’s benefit and rule: no item in physical 

creation had any purpose save to serve man’s 

purposes” (1205). White is correct in thinking 

that people are currently using the earth for 

their own purposes; there is no doubt about 

that. But the thought that “the roots of our 

trouble are so largely religious” is unclear 

(1207). His feeling that we feel that “we are 

superior to nature, contemptuous of it, willing 

to use it for our slightest whim” is perfectly 

right,  for according to stewardship, people are 

superior to nature. Today, this dominion has 

become similar to a tyrannical government 

with most of its subjects under serfdom. We 

use every aspect of the environment for our 

own benefit and take no account of its welfare. 

What White does not realize, though, is that 

the values of Judaism and Christianity are, in 

actuality, to be unselfish and not to care about 

material possessions. Plans are laid out in re-

ligious doctrine for people to take care of the 

earth—this is their job. Environmental decay 

then, along with the decay of numerous other 

moral responsibilities, is really caused by a 

selfish human nature formed outside of these 

religions that their founders never intended us 

to acquire. White suffers from terminology 

confusion:  he has interpreted “dominion” to 

mean “perpetually exploitative,” the form that 

the term has taken today. However, the real 

concept of stewardship and examples of envi-

ronmental friendliness in the past prove that 

when used literally, dominion can save an en-

vironment that cannot save itself. 

D. Christiansen insists that the Judeo-

Christian ethic of stewardship can be used suc-

cessfully. Just as a foundation of these religions 

is the care of the poor and suffering, the care of 

the environment is a basic value as well. 

“Christianity and its official interpreters have 

much to regret regarding neglect of the envi-

ronment,” he says, but he argues that “the 

Christian tradition on nature has been misrep-

resented, depreciated, and frequently reviled” 

(2). The stewardship concept is right, but 

Christiansen feels more sacrifice must be made 

to heal our environment. He feels the selfish 

nature, or the “excessive preoccupation with 

possession and accumulation” that many hu-

mans have developed is the cause of the envi-

ronment’s demise as well as the lack of love 

and care we have in our personal relationships: 

“Humanity cannot care effectively for the earth 

because we are not yet ready to care for one 

another” (4). According to Christiansen, it is 

not a mere coincidence that the environment is 

decaying at the same time that major social 

problems like starvation and terrorism are ris-

ing:

The decay of the environment is matched 

by the deterioration of our cities. The ex-

tinction of species is matched by indiffer-
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ence to our children, born and unborn. The 

pollution of the atmosphere is accompa-

nied by a neglect of the poor. The contrib-

uting factors are many; the source is one. 

All suffer for the want of care. (5)

Politicians who have the power to influence 

our treatment of the earth, and each other,  are 

not doing the environment or humanity justice 

because “the short-term interests of nations 

and of economic conglomerates prevail over 

the global common good” (4). When we form a 

“culture of care,” a culture where love over-

comes our selfish desires and we help to im-

prove the lot of the suffering around us, Chris-

tiansen proposes, humanity and the environ-

ment will improve: “The fate of the earth and 

the future of humanity are intertwined. Both 

depend on a renewal of care in human hearts. 

Children need care; so also do the growing 

masses of the developing world; and so does 

the earth” (5). The concept of humans being 

stewards of the land is not wrong, it is just not 

acted upon in the way that it was originally 

meant to be. 

The false interpretation of stewardship is 

not the only environment-harming misinter-

pretation. In an effort to encourage people to 

care more about the environment, the slogan 

“Love Your Mother” was created. The 

“mother” referred to is the earth, and the 

phrase is usually accompanied by a picture of 

the earth and used on bumper stickers, t-shirts, 

and the like. The goal was to make people 

think of the earth as our mother,  and care for it 

accordingly. Those who created the slogan as-

sumed that we would not throw trash on our 

own mothers.  Catherine Roach, part of a 

movement called ecofeminism that joins ecol-

ogy and feminism, proposes that propaganda 

attempts such as these—to make people care 

for the environment like they would other 

human beings—actually harm the environ-

ment and the people it is compared to. She ex-

plains that the “Love Your Mother” slogan 

“will not achieve the desired aim of making 

our behavior more environmentally sound, but 

will instead help to maintain the mutually 

supportive, exploitive stances we take toward 

our mothers and toward the environment” 

(53). Roach claims that “mothers’ housework 

and child-rearing are unpaid and seldom rec-

ognized or appreciated by society” and simi-

larly the resources that the earth provides us 

are not recognized or appreciated (54). The 

mother also is seen to take care of all of our 

problems: “Mother in patriarchal culture is she 

who provides all of our sustenance and who 

makes disappear all of our waste products, she 

who satisfies all of our wants and needs end-

lessly and without any cost to us” (54). Think-

ing of the earth as our mother only leads us to 

believe that no matter what we want or need, 

we can take it from the earth with no conse-

quence. The phrase “Love Your Mother” was 

meant to help the earth by commanding our 

respect. Similarly, the stewardship concept was 

meant to provide the earth with eternal protec-

tion by injecting responsibility for it into our 

morals. Many humans have found a bypass 

around these plans. Instead of employing the 

concept of stewardship and the respect we are 

supposed to have for our mothers towards the 

earth, we have created a short cut that favors 

us and hurts the environment. 

Only when humans change their way of 

thinking about our relationship to the envi-

ronment, and our relationship to each other for 

that matter, will we be able to help improve it. 

Those who disrespect the poor and suffering, 

other races and other sexes, disrespect the en-

vironment. Sadly, though, even those who care 

for their fellow human beings are turning to 

environmental exploitation. Politicians are a 

force that can reach us in this regard. There 

have been those in the past, like Theodore 

Roosevelt, who have reached the citizens of 

our nation and changed our ways, although 

they were unsuccessful in correcting our atti-
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tude that we can use the earth in any way that 

we please. Today, as Curt Meine concludes, 

“our addictions to fossil fuels, constant enter-

tainment, instant communications, mass me-

dia, and simplistic answers lock us into politi-

cal patterns that may have to break before they 

are reformed” (831). The pattern needs to 

break, and we need a politician in power who 

will champion the cause of the environment as 

enthusiastically as other issues such as home-

land security and the economy that have taken 

the front stage over the past decades. Moreo-

ver, we need a politician who is willing to sac-

rifice some of our comfort for the sake of the 

environment so that the human-favoring im-

balance that stewardship has become in recent 

years can be corrected—we need someone who 

uses the true meaning of stewardship. Tom 

Daschle, a Senator from South Dakota in 2002, 

explains half of the answer to environmental 

improvement in this statement:

The question facing us is whether we will 

have the courage . . . to confront and defeat 

the threats to our global environment. For 

the first time, the answer to that question 

doesn’t depend on science . . . . The answer 

hinges on one thing: leadership. Unfortu-

nately, we haven’t seen that leadership—at 

least not yet—from this White House. (qtd. 

in Cooper 24)

But what Daschle fails to recognize is that the 

beliefs of our entire nation must also change in 

order to choose effective leadership and carry 

out this leadership’s environmental goals.  It is 

our own thinking, the thinking that we can use 

the earth and not restore what we take out, 

that has caused the deterioration of the envi-

ronment. It is not merely as simple as corrupt 

politicians; we must lay the blame on a selfish 

attitude that has formed in many of us and not 

just a group of people in charge. Although they 

can reach us,  their beliefs stem from the same 

place as the rest of the population and must 

change along with the rest of ours. To be stew-

ards of the earth is not wrong, but we must 

learn to take the literal meaning of it,  which 

means protecting the earth as well as using it 

for our own needs. We cannot think of the 

earth as our mother, this only leads to more 

exploitation because of our lack of care, the 

care that D. Christiansen would say can save 

humanity and the environment, towards our 

mothers. We need a leader who believes in true 

stewardship—one who is also willing to pro-

mote the concept and act on it. Furthermore, 

we need a population of citizens who are 

ready to sacrifice some economic and material 

comforts so they can act as true stewards, cor-

recting the damage that selfish attitudes have 

caused. 
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s your life empty? Consumption 

promises to fill the aching void; 

hence the attempt to surround 

commodities with an aura of romance, with 

allusions to exotic places and vivid experi-

ences, and with images of female breasts from 

which all blessings flow.”  This is “the propa-

ganda of commodities” presented in The Cul-

ture of Narcissism: American Life in an Age of Di-

minishing Expectations by Christopher Lasch 

(138). President Jimmy Carter shared many of 

Lasch’s concerns, and in 1979—a time when, 

according to Carter, the dollar was not “‘sound 

as a dollar,’” the national dependency on for-

eign oil had led to a shortage crisis, the “shock 

of Watergate” still had America’s pulse racing, 

and the nation was recovering psychologically 

from Vietnam—Carter went on national televi-

sion and reproached the American people for 

their consumption habits:

In a nation that was proud of hard work, 

strong families,  close-knit communities, 

and our faith in God, too many of us now 

tend to worship self-indulgence and con-

sumption. Human identity is no longer 

defined by what one does, but by what one 

“I
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owns. But we've discovered that owning 

things and consuming things does not 

satisfy our longing for meaning. We've 

learned that piling up material goods can-

not fill the emptiness of lives which have 

no confidence or purpose (565).

Carter is speaking primarily to those who, 

because of their spending habits, took the 

brunt of America’s economic troubles: the 

bourgeois. According to cultural historian Wil-

liam Graebner, “at bottom, [the bourgeois] 

perceived themselves as bored—not bored 

with the little things, or minimally bored, but 

bored big time,” and thus, they tried to “fill 

the aching void” with material goods (158-9). 

Eighty years before Carter’s speech, Thorstein 

Veblen gave us a satirical, anthropological 

look into the inner-workings of an American 

capitalistic product, a leisure class unlike any 

Actors dressed as zombies during the filming of the 
movie Meat Market 3



other,  in The Theory of the Leisure Class. Veblen 

maintained that in the leisure class “the canon 

of reputability is at hand…. since the con-

sumption of these more excellent goods is an 

evidence of wealth, it becomes honorific; and 

conversely, the failure to consume in due quan-

tity and quality becomes a mark of inferiority 

and demerit” (74). Conspicuous consumption 

and the glorification of materialistic values 

derive from the conventions set in place by the 

leisure class to attract the envying eyes of oth-

ers. President Carter identified the 70s phe-

nomenon of conspicuous consumption within 

the bourgeois class with “a crisis of confi-

dence…. a crisis that strikes at the very heart 

and soul and spirit of our national will” (564). 

Carter’s “crisis of confidence” resonates with 

Lasch’s Culture of Narcissism, which describes a 

mass of egocentric tendencies laying waste to 

his contemporaries in the 70s.  George Ro-

mero’s Dawn of the Dead (1978) also actively 

examines the descent into the abyss of zom-

biistic narcissism as its protagonists take ref-

uge in that bastion of consumption—the mall. 

Yet in addition to critiquing consumer culture 

and its effects, it also eventually offers an al-

ternative to narcissism and the stupefying ef-

fects of consumer culture.

The mall zombie in Dawn of the Dead is the 

sardonic, ghoulish representation of the narcis-

sism that plagued Americans in the 1970s. This 

creature, replicated endlessly, embodies the 

worst of Lasch’s 70s narcissist:

… character traits associated with patho-

logical narcissism, which in less extreme 

form appear in such profusion in the eve-

ryday life of our age: dependence on the 

vicarious warmth provided by others 

combined with a fear of dependence, a 

sense of inner emptiness, boundless re-

pressed rage, and unsatisfied oral crav-

ings. (Lasch 74)

Romero’s mall zombies epitomize this “inner 

emptiness” simply by what they are: a con-

glomeration of soulless, emotionless, thought-

less, instinct-driven beings. So of course they 

exude an inner emptiness, but this emptiness, 

this sense of loss and deprivation, is not a feel-

ing because the zombie cannot feel; it does not 

even sense physical pain.  The typical zombie 

does not acknowledge any other zombies, and, 

like Lasch’s narcissist, “his devaluation of oth-

ers, together with his lack of curiosity about 

them, impoverishes his personal life and [in 

Otto Kernberg’s words,]  reinforces the ‘subjec-

tive experience of emptiness,’” (85). In the film, 

the cycloptic scientist (Richard France) simply 

and explicitly gives us these notions in a tele-

vised interview: 

Intelligence? Seemingly [a slight pause for 

thought] little or no reasoning power, but 

basic skills remain a more remembered 

behavior—from uhh, normal life…. These 

creatures are nothing but pure motorized 

instinct.

Although the narcissist has “boundless re-

pressed rage” while the zombie is “but pure 

motorized instinct,” both seem to be driven by 

repressed rage. But for the zombie, the rage is 

conveyed through its actions (eating the flesh 

of the living), because it is incapable of ex-

pressing rage, or any other emotion. The nar-

cissist’s “unsatisfied oral cravings” are graphi-

cally paralleled by the ravenous tendencies of 

the zombie. If instinct is all they have, and 

their instincts endow them with an uncon-

scious voracious urge to eat, then the zombie’s 

existing as pure humanoid instinct would 

make it the externalization of the narcissist’s 

id: “The power of the id expresses the true 

purpose of the individual organism’s life. This 

consists in the satisfaction of its innate needs” 

without restraint (Freud 91).  The zombie’s in-

nate need is the consumption of warm living 

flesh; the 70s narcissist’s need is the consump-

tion of material goods. The consequences of 

satisfying these needs are similar: when the 

zombies feed, they create more zombies, and 
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when the narcissist puts its material wealth on 

exhibition, it incites envy and imitation, thus 

spawning more narcissists.

The mall zombie’s “dependence on vicari-

ous warmth” is evident in his feeding habits. 

Zombies are always drawn to the living, con-

glomerating around them, which contrasts the 

zombies’ emotionless, floating existence with 

the relatively warm-blooded relationships that 

the living possess. So it seems that the zombies 

are feeding off of warmth between human in-

teractions with no recognition of doing so. But 

feeding off warmth is shown more explicitly 

through their diet:  “they feed, only on warm 

human flesh,” explains the cycloptic scientist; 

they do not eat the cold, the long-since-

deceased, or even fresh carcasses.  

Meanwhile, the narcissistic zombie’s “fear 

of dependence” is shown as an absence of de-

pendence.  The zombie has many symptoms 

associated with autism; it displays an inability 

to communicate through speech, body lan-

guage, or any other means. Each and every 

zombie is isolated in its own world, all but un-

aware of everybody and everything around 

him. These creatures move and act like atoms, 

always bouncing off one another, but are still 

drawn to a magnetic source, whether it be the 

living or the mall itself. The zombie’s absence 

of dependence is coupled with Carter’s con-

cern that “just as we are losing our confidence 

in the future, we are also beginning to close the 

door on our past” (Carter 565). This is in ac-

cordance with the narcissistic belief, common 

to the 70s, “that society has no future, while it 

rests on a certain realism about the dangers 

ahead, [thus] also incorporates a narcissistic 

inability to identify with posterity or to feel 

oneself part of a historical stream” (Lasch 102). 

Once dead, the zombie loses all sense of the 

past,  and other than the unconscious quest for 

warm human flesh, it is robbed of a future as 

well. The zombie’s narcissism is beyond this, 

though, rendering it altogether incapable of 

“identifying” with historical events or “feel-

ing” part of a historical stream. The new nar-

cissist is “liberated from the superstitions of 

the past” and “doubts even the reality of his 

own existence,” but the mall zombie is so far 

gone into the depths of narcissism that it isn’t 

even aware of its own existence (22). Lasch 

explains that  “fiercely competitive in his de-

mand for approval and acclaim,[the narcissist] 

distrusts competition because he associates it 

unconsciously with an unbridled urge to de-

stroy” (22-3). So why do the narcissistic zom-

bies in the mall seem to work together toward 

a common goal? Though the zombies seem to 

have a collective consciousness—or uncon-

sciousness, depending on the way you look at 

it—they are simply unaware of each other, 

making them largely a single entity or force in 

motion, much like the atoms attracted to a 

common source. And that is why they do not 

fight and gore each other in “the war of all 

against all,” opting for what Lasch calls “the 

pursuit of happiness to the dead end of a nar-

cissistic preoccupation with the self” (21, em-

phasis added).

Dawn of the Dead utilizes four protagonists 

to track the process by which a fellow human 

being falls victim to materialism and thus be-

comes one of the amassed narcissistic living-

dead. When this party of four leaves the decay-

ing world of law and order behind, they take 

the bare essentials for their survival: their 

guns, the clothes on their backs, water, ciga-

rettes, and transportation.  They start off rela-

tively healthy and un-afflicted by materialistic 

values (except the hoarding and smoking of 

cigarettes), and it is not until they reach the 

mall that problems with their stability arise. 

We get some foreshadowing of their problems 

with the intercut shots of the gargantuan 

shopping plaza, posed with low angle shots of 

towering parking lot lights and a fence reading 

“Danger High Voltage,” which suggests a 

prison-playground of electrifying consumer-
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ism. They land on the mall’s roof, look down 

into the belly of the beast, and consider the 

zombie situation. Francine (Gaylen Ross) is 

curious and confused, wondering, “What are 

they doing—why do they come here?” Stephen 

(David Emge), her romantic counterpart, an-

swers,  “Some kind of instinct … memory …. 

It’s what they used to do. This was an impor-

tant place in their lives.” Since the narcissistic 

zombie is driven by instinct, it would only be a 

natural reflex for them to congregate around 

the mall. Soon after, the quartet spots a stock-

pile of simple military provisions through a 

skylight above the rest of the mall and break 

in.  

This begins their conquest for survival 

and, eventually, opulence. At first, they utilize 

the provisions and eat SPAM, the poor man’s 

meat, the veritable bottom of the food hierar-

chy.  Later, Peter (Ken Foree) and Roger (Scott 

H. Reiniger) convince themselves that a “hit 

and run” is a good method for increasing their 

materials, thus increasing their chance of sur-

vival.  Once they get past the narcissistic zom-

bies and into the haven of Penney’s, Peter 

yells, “Let’s get the stuff we need!” When they 

get back from their first raid, they have in-

creased the quality of their food rations to a 

bottle of Jack Daniels whiskey and caviar on 

water crackers.  As Roger and Peter are un-

packing their loot, among which is a radio and 

a small black and white TV, Stephen consoles 

Francine, whom a zombie attacked in his ab-

sence: “You should see all the great stuff we 

got, Frannie—all kinds of stuff. This place is 

terrific …. We’ve really got it made here, Fran-

nie,” while the whole time she looks up at him 

with a blank stare in disbelief that they would 

put shopping before the welfare of their group.

The prospect of owning or making use of 

“all the great stuff” lures the quartet into stay-

ing in the mall. They decide to secure the place 

by blocking all the entrances with semi-

trailers. Roger hotwires the vehicles and 

thwarts the advances of a few clawing zombies 

as he frolics amongst them from truck to truck. 

He is playing on the edge of death and be-

comes intoxicated with false power over his 

own fate,  soon assuming an air of invulnerabil-

ity. Roger underestimates the zombies and, in 

turn, is almost mauled by a young female one. 

Peter kills it, saving Roger’s life,  but soaking 

him with a spattered layer of red. Roger’s de-

meanor becomes glazed over with cold insani-

ty—a look analogous to the blood lust of the 

zombies’ blank, focused gaze. Peter asks him if 

he is alright, and he replies, “Perfect baby,  per-

fect.” Roger then has a fit because he forgot his 

bag of tools in one of he trucks, and level-

headed Peter warns him,“You better screw 

your head on …. You’re not just playing with 

your life, you’re playing with mine,” before 

they wade back into danger. Roger gets bitten 

on the arm after he drops down to get his 

fallen bag, and as he is climbing back into the 

truck, he is bitten again on the leg. The bites 

commence his transformation into physical 

zombiism, the externalization of his narcis-

sism. His narcissistic colors became visible 

once they arrived at the mall; the realization 

they had a lot going for them and could actu-

ally own it all, combined with the delusions of 

invulnerability, spurred his transformation into 

a catatonic consumer.

Though Roger is physically crippled from 

being bitten twice and is carted around in a 

wheelbarrow-like vehicle, his ego is still un-

damaged. When Francine has the great idea to 

commandeer a show car to access and lock all 

the entrance doors, Peter asks Roger, “Are you 

okay to start it?” and Roger replies with a 

goofy, confident smile. His zealous overconfi-

dence is his weakness, for as he is climbing 

into the car, his injured leg is punctured by the 

groping fingers of a zombie; he is hurt in the 

same place and for the same reason. The crew 

finishes locking down the mall, and the sys-

tematic cleansing of every zombie from the 
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mall commences. The zombie holocaust is not 

shown, but at the end of the day’s work, they 

stand on high, looking down at the macabre 

scene. Hauntingly sad music is played, and 

from this perspective the massacred zombies 

look like ordinary people. Roger’s health has 

declined noticeably, but he is still enthusiastic 

about their conquest and shows it by yelling, 

“We whipped ‘em and we got it all!” The short 

remainder of his life is lived to consume; all he 

does is eat and play with frivolous things—

much like a child—while he is transported in a 

wheelbarrow-esque stroller around the mall. 

Roger’s childlike appearance and behavior 

indicate a regression in his mental state as he 

approaches narcissistic zombiism. When death 

is imminent, Roger asks a final favor of his 

comrade: “you’ll take care of me, won’t you 

Peter? ... I don’t want to be walkin’ around, 

like—that.” His grave resentment towards 

other soulless narcissists at the thought of be-

ing one of them shows that he strongly be-

lieves he is still above them. As soon as Roger 

comes back from the dead, Peter ends the 

zombie’s meaningless life of consumption and 

self-gratification with a bullet to the head.

The rest of the band of pilgrim consumers 

spend their time enjoying themselves in their 

vacant castle of leisure.  Francine and Stephen, 

using the ice-skating arena as their shooting 

range, enjoy some target practice, bombarding 

fully clad mannequins in the latest fashions (a 

picturesque mockery of the mall zombie) with 

rifle round, after round. Later, Francine ice-

skates with the entire arena at her pleasure like 

an ice-princess performing, wanting to impress 

judges and win the love of spectators, while 

passively competing against all the other ice-

divas like narcissists competing for the three 

As: attention, affection, and admiration. But 

there are no judges, there are no spectators, 

and she is not a spectacle; she is just passing 

the time alone in a place made for drawing 

attention, so as an up-and-coming narcissist, 

she looks solemn in her aimless skating, be-

cause she is alone. The survivors go on shop-

ping sprees and take the nicest of things—

clothing, cheeses, candy, coffee, spices—while 

maintaining a playful, lighthearted attitude 

toward each other.  Our protagonists are simply 

indulging themselves, and according to 70s’ 

narcissist ideology, “to live for the moment is 

the prevailing passion—to live for yourself, not 

for your predecessors or posterity” (Lasch 30). 

At the day’s end, they all walk up to the railing 

where the “Penney’s” sign shines, overlooking 

the mall.  Veblen discerns that, among the lei-

sure class, “dress must not only be conspicu-

ously expensive and inconvenient; it must at 

the same time be up to date” (172-3).  Mean-

while our protagonists are still lugging their 

new, shiny guns while wearing their modish 

coats: Peter and Francine both have on large 

furs,  while Stephen dons a hefty leather trench 

coat. They are looking at the narcissistic zom-

bies pawing at the glass doors trying to get in, 

and Peter explains that “they’re after the place. 

They do not know why, they just remember… 

remember that they want to be in here. 

Francine asks “What the hell are they?” and 

Peter gives a definitive answer: “They’re us, 

that’s all.” The narcissist in the zombie is mir-

rored by the narcissism apparent in the con-

spicuous consumption of the protagonists. The 

pilgrim consumers have conspicuously expen-

sive apparel, and the mall zombie is merely a 

consumer driven by instinct.  Conspicuous 

consumption routinely plays host to the walk-

ing dead, and what could possibly be more 

conspicuous than the consumption of human 

flesh?

Later, Stephen and Francine sit down to an 

extravagant candle-lit dinner hosted by Peter. 

At this point in the story, they are conspicu-

ously consuming the most expensive foods at 

their disposal and washing it all down with a 

nice white wine. Veblen observes, “the cere-

monial differentiation of the dietary is best 

37

Snyder, “The Narcissistic Zombie”



seen in the use of intoxicating beverages and 

narcotics [, and] if these articles of consump-

tion are costly, they are felt to be noble and 

honorific” (Veblen 70). When Peter leaves to go 

drink in bereavement over Roger, he pops 

open a bottle of champagne, but what is he 

celebrating? He isn’t celebrating anything; he 

is consuming the most costly of plundered 

boozes at his fallen comrade’s mock grave site, 

honoring him through consumption.

Time passes, and the pilgrim consumers 

level of comfort correspondingly increases 

with their acquisition of wealth. Their make-

shift bunker seemingly turns into a chic 

apartment, stocked with the finest products in 

weaponry, entertainment,  and food. They have 

plenty of time now for recreation; Peter dem-

onstrates this with his tennis practice on the 

roof. He slams balls everywhere, not chasing a 

single one. Velben identifies this kind of leisure 

as “in the one case…a waste of time and effort, 

in the other it is a waste of goods. Both are 

methods of demonstrating the possession of 

wealth and the two are conventionally ac-

cepted as equivalents” (85). When Peter is fin-

ished, he snatches his bag, neglecting the pile 

of tennis balls, and a bright-orange one falls off 

the edge—a moment of conspicuous waste. 

The camera tracks the bright color down to a 

drab scene of a sunken-in, decaying corpse and 

a conglomeration of zombies trying to get into 

the mall—drawing a visual connection be-

tween the waste and the wasted, while also 

reminding us that the three surviving, resident 

pilgrim members of the leisure class are in a 

comfy prison and cold zombiism is just a ball 

drop away. 

Back inside the mall, we see Francine get-

ting her first true face-to-face encounter with 

narcissism at her vanity mirror.  I say “true” 

because all the other harbingers of zombiism 

lead up to this point and her epiphany. 

Throughout our protagonists’ stay in the mall, 

the zombies are relentlessly shown to be 
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analogous with the mannequins.  The manne-

quins are casts of what is deemed pretty or 

beautiful and are always dressed in the most 

fashionable attire, so the mannequins are also 

akin to the narcissist. Francine is shown caking 

on her collection of different kinds of makeup 

while gazing into the mirror;  she even poses 

for herself with a pistol and makes a kissy face. 

This scene is parallels Narcissus’ own myth: he 

loved nothing more than to admire his reflec-

tion in the water of a lake; he loved himself so 

much that he dove in to embrace his reflec-

tion—essentially committing suicide. But 

Francine does not dive in; a recorded adver-

tisement booms from the mall speakers, dis-

rupting her narcissistic trance. She sees that 

with the makeup her face is analogous to that 

of the mannequin’s ghostly complexion, and 

this wakens her from the self-indulging fan-

tasy that is narcissism. When she arrived in the 

Jimmy Carter at a press conference in 1978



mall, she looked generic; and “the canon of 

beauty requires expression of the generic” (Ve-

blen 153). Her new way of accenting her 

beauty is a novelty, and “the ‘novelty’ due to 

the demands of conspicuous waste traverses 

this canon of beauty, in that it results in mak-

ing the physiognomy of our objects of taste a 

congeries of idiosyncrasies; and the idiosyn-

crasies are, moreover, under the selective sur-

veillance of the canon of expensiveness” (153). 

Francine has temporarily changed not only in 

her personality but also in her appearance, and 

she sees it in her reflection. Her sharp resem-

blance to the mannequin combined with the 

outright waste of the costly products clears her 

sight. She sees what she is becoming—one of 

them, if she isn’t one already. As she realizes 

this, we see it written on her face as bold as 

blood on white silk; she takes off her fake eye-

lashes, and we know she doesn’t want to go 

any further.

In the next scene it is dinner time again, 

and Francine is in her maternity gown while 

the men are dressed in their finest attire: Ste-

phen in his khaki slacks, and Peter in a pressed 

suit.  The men play poker with fifty and 

hundred-dollar bills, drinking liquor out of 

decanters while Francine is doing the cooking 

and setting the table. Tensions are high be-

tween Francine and Stephen as the classic ar-

gument of whether to leave the TV on or off 

during the meal rages. This is “what might be 

called the secondary characteristics of narcis-

sism: …. connections between the narcissistic 

personality type and certain characteristic pat-

terns of contemporary culture” (Lasch 75). The 

survivors all experience the secondary charac-

teristic of “a decline of the play spirit,” and 

due to Stephen’s narcissism, he and Francine 

exemplify the characteristic of “deteriorating 

relations between men and women” (Lasch 

75). Finally, she disapprovingly asks, “What 

have we done to ourselves?” Here Francine, 

having “discovered that owning things and 

consuming things does not satisfy our longing 

for meaning,” sees the despair in their situa-

tion of living from day to day with no purpose 

(565). She speaks as the voice of reason; her 

sensibility makes a guiding example for the 

band and designates her as an anti-narcissist of 

sorts. 

If Francine is one step removed from the 

consumer-crazed frenzy raging inside the mall, 

so are certain zombies she seems to attract.  

After accidently knocking over and smashing 

her light source when she is left alone for the 

first time, Francine is faced in the dark by a 

Hare Krishna zombie.  Most of our fears are 

faced in the dark, for fear of darkness itself is 

“the most childlike fear” (King 181). The Hare 

Krishna is wearing big, thick, round spectacles 

that, according to Graebner, “imply not only a 

myopic inability to ‘see,’ to understand,” but 

also a distorted view of the world (165). And 

by pursuing a helpless young girl, it seems he 

is characteristically pressing his religious 

views on her, trying to make her what that he 

is—a type of zombie. He is not vigorous by 

any means, though; the narcissistic zombies 

tend to claw at their prey, so he is slow and 

only gropes, making him look curious and 

needful more than anything else. Later, 

Francine encounters another sluggish religious 

figure, the obstinate nun zombie. The only 

thing separating her from the other zombies is 

her drab black and white clothing. While black 

and white usually signify the dichotomy of 

good and evil, she is neither; she is just another 

victim of a culture, stuck in the zombiistic 

trance of boredom. She follows the zombie 

crowd and gets physically trapped by her garb 

in a shutting department store door; signifying 

that the church is also ideologically trapped by 

the consumerist crisis in the time of a “God is 

dead” movement. Francine unlocks the door, 

freeing the nun from her predicament, show-

ing that with intervention there is eventual 
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hope of freedom from the grasp of material-

ism. 

The last truly significant mall zombie that 

is un-afflicted by narcissism is the Bach’s Arco 

Pitcairn baseball-player zombie. Reproachful 

stringed music begins to play when we first 

see Francine sitting down to load her gun be-

hind a locked glass door, and the Arco Pitcairn 

zombie slouches down in front of her. He is 

ambiguous in that he looks like a lost soul that 

was caught in the nets of zombiism. He isn’t at 

all aggressive; he is only looking longingly at 

Francine, as if he has lost more than just his 

life. She sees him for what he is, and looks 

upon him with pity. A cairn is a mound of 

stones built as a memorial, and the Pitcairn 

baseball player is the symbolic memorial for 

everyone that fell to materialism under duress. 

These three zombies approach Francine be-

cause they share a common sense of longing 

for companionship and communion; she bears 

the fruit of the future, and thus provides hope. 

She embodies “the vision of a new society, a 

decent society,” and that is all they need “to 

give them new vigor” (Lasch 396-7).

Meanwhile, Francine provides herself with 

a sense of purpose and vestige of hope by hav-

ing Stephen teach her how to fly the helicopter, 

in case anything ever happens to him. But in 

doing so, unnecessary attention is drawn to 

them, bringing them in contact with biker-

raiders who lurk near the mall.  The raiders are 

simply zombies in waiting: they are an army 

surviving on the road, scavenging for the clos-

est fix of conspicuous consumption, and “[Jim] 

Hougan notes that survival has become the 

‘catchword of the seventies’ and ‘collective 

narcissism’ the dominant disposition” (Lasch 

31). But much like Roger during his decline, 

the raiders do not even take what is necessary 

for survival;  they take meaningless things like 

lollypops and other candies, clothing, jewelry, 

and money, while trashing the place, leaving 

their fallen comrades behind and the mall 

chock-full of zombies once more. They are nar-

cissistic to the point of foresight-blindness. 

This quality is personified through one raider 

in particular who is drawn to the blood pres-

sure machine as if knowing his blood pressure 

is an absolute need.  Narcissists often have 

such hypochondriacal tendencies; with the 

biker—and all narcissistic hypochondri-

acs—knowing is the necessity: “the bad images 

he has internalized also make him chronically 

uneasy about his health, and hypochondria in 

turn gives him a special affinity for therapy 

and for therapeutic groups and movements” 

(Lasch 86). Knowing his symptoms is his quick 

fix for therapy at that moment,  and he can’t 

resist the machine that will tell him. The blood 

pressure lure is his downfall, for the ravenous 

kill him as the pumped-up cuff restrains his 

arm. The raiders are even verbally compared 

with the narcissistic zombies of the mall when 

Peter declares,  “Just stay out of sight! They’re 

after the place—they don’t care about us.” But 

Stephen doesn’t listen because his fix is now 

the mall, and he is plagued and distraught 

knowing that his castle of “great stuff” has 

been penetrated and is under siege. This drives 

him over the edge as he aims his gun and 

mumbles, “It’s ours, we took it… it’s ours.” 

The consumer life made him oblivious to dan-

ger and caused him to lose sight of the more 

important things in life,  like his child growing 

inside of Francine—the hope of the future. 

Cornered in an elevator, Stephen is attacked by 

zombies who make short work of changing 

him into one of them.

The decimated raiders leave as quickly as 

they arrived, and after several hours of waiting 

for Stephen’s return, Francine is ready to leave, 

too. Led by Stephen-zombie, a horde of cadav-

ers break into their castle tower, and Peter tells 

Francine, “I don’t want to go… I really don’t,” 

just before he kills the Stephen-zombie. 

Francine escapes up the ladder to the helicop-

ter, and Peter goes into the bedroom to con-
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template suicide.  Just as it appears he is going 

to pull the trigger of his derringer, a very pale 

African-American zombie breaks into the 

room, and Peter—himself an African-

American—sees what he will become. Like 

Francine and unlike Narcissus, Peter does not 

jump in to join the self-absorbed zombie 

crowd; he shoots the pale African-American 

zombie,  renouncing his narcissism. Peter tears 

his way to the helicopter, and once on the roof, 

he spins around and his coveted gun is seized 

by a zombie. He lets go of the rifle without a 

struggle; he and Francine leave it all behind, 

only taking the necessary elements for survival 

in the manner of their arrival.  Peter is even 

wearing the same SWAT uniform he arrived in, 

so they are back to where they were. They are 

not part of the leisure class anymore, and, as 

Veblen observes, “retrogradation of standard 

of living is considered a grave violation on 

human dignity”—so it is only by this violation 

that they recover some vestige of their human 

dignity (156).  

Dawn of the Dead reminds us that it can all 

be taken away, and too much of it can carry 

you away. So, take what you need and leave 

the rest behind. Without a wall of possessions 

protecting you from the outside world, you 

can judge the value of your character through 

your ability, not by what you possess. Mired in 

the moral death of the consumer scene, Peter 

and Francine choose life. Our surviving pil-

grims of materialism take off as the sun is ris-

ing, possession-less but maintaining an opti-

mistic “we’ll see what happens” attitude,  sig-

nifying that redemption and new beginnings 

are possible, no matter how far-gone you are.

In a capitalistic world, materialistic ideolo-

gies prevail. When we are not restricted by 

monetary limits, a leisure class develops where 

tendencies of conspicuous consumption take 

hold and run rampant. Conspicuous consump-

tion and narcissism are coupled, feeding off of 

one another; in the seventies,  President Car-

ter’s position that “too many of us now tend to 

worship self-indulgence and consumption” 

indicated that this plague had spread well be-

yond the class lines and festered all over the 

nation (565). Carter’s true “crisis of confi-

dence” is the over-abundance of narcissists 

“living for the moment” and seeking self-

gratification through consumption to “fill the 

emptiness of lives which have no confidence or 

purpose” (565). The narcissistic zombies are 

not the bad guys here—they are the victims of 

the culture, the hang-ups or neuroses of mate-

rialism in effigy, manifestations of the time. 

Romero’s zombies are an infectious entity, un-

conscious that their actions are making it 

worse for those still alive, those that are not 

irredeemable victims of “the propaganda of 

commodities.” The mall zombies are externali-

zations of the narcissist’s inner qualities: the 

narcissist is not pretty on the inside, and the 

zombie is not pretty on the outside. For the 

American middle-class, the mall is the 

apotheosis of conspicuous consumption and a 

breeding ground for materialistic inclinations. 

And the mall is the Mecca for the narcissistic 

zombie of the 1970s.  As consumers in a con-

sumer world, we all have a zombie that dwells 

in our unconscious mind, and “[the] uncon-

scious mind represents the modification of na-

ture by culture, the imposition of civilization 

on instinct” (Lasch 77). 
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he city of Tulsa, Oklahoma, in the 

early twentieth century was the home 

of a great anomaly in American cul-

ture at the time. The black Community of 

Greenwood, which has been commonly re-

ferred to as the “Black Wall Street,” was one of 

the few places in America in the early twenti-

eth century where African-Americans were 

fulfilling the American dreams of prosperity 

and freedom (Brown). This rare black commu-

nity that had managed to flourish despite the 

impediments of a vehemently racist climate 

was robbed of its success by jealousy disguised 

as indignation. On the thirty-first of May, 1921, 

the Greenwood District was burned to the 

ground, and about three hundred Tulsans were 

killed and many more hurt physically, finan-

cially, and emotionally. The Tulsa Race Riot— 

also called the Tulsa Race War—was one of the 

most brutal mass hate crimes and the most 

destructive race riot in American History. 

However, through the use of fear tactics, 

knowledge of the true events of the Race Riot 

has been suppressed to the point of obscurity. 

Photographs of the Race War, although scarce, 

are one of the few keys to the truth about the 

T
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three hellish days of violence and confusion. 

The story that the two photographs shown 

here and other documents tell is the story of 

how an entire community of people lost their 

independence, their lives, and their ability to 

live without fear. In addition to this atrocious 

hate crime, the victims have yet to be compen-

sated for their enormous financial loss, which 

is another sort of crime for which the current 

citizens of Tulsa are culpable. When a com-

munity such as Greenwood is annihilated be-

yond memory, despite modest reconstruction, 

the inhabitants lose not only a positive percep-

tion of their own culture and their invaluable 

sense of worth, but also their opportunity to 

bring about change, even long after it is due. 

The two photographs shown here reveal an 

utter lack of respect for the black people of 

Greenwood—a lack of respect that lives on in 

the unwillingness of Tulsans to acknowledge 

that financial reparations are far overdue.

Beginning in 1917, a series of race riots 

broke out in states all over the country, includ-

ing Minnesota, Nebraska, and Illinois. These 

riots showed a new type of racial aggression 

characterized by the violent invasion of black 

neighborhoods by whites (Ellsworth 17). A 

rapid influx of black and white southerners 

that was caused by the promise of cheap land 

and financial opportunity introduced a differ-

ent racial atmosphere to the Midwestern part 

of America. The radically conservative values 

inherent in the Midwest—particularly the 

southern Midwest—created an environment 

that made racial violence acceptable. Bret Sta-

ples, a journalist on the subject of the Tulsa 

Race Riots, observes that “Tensions in Tulsa 

were part of a national pattern during the 

teens and 20s, when city after city exploded in 

the worst racial conflicts that the country 

would ever see” (4).  The inflammation of ra-

cial violence in this period was brought about 

by sentiments in white communities that the 

black population was gaining too much in the 



areas of civil liberties and economic prosperity, 

and thus threatened the white population with 

their newfound social stature. White suprema-

cist groups rose up against these changes in a 

torrent of physical violence and intellectual 

outrage. Madison Grant, one such extremist, 

wrote a racist manifesto entitled The Passing of 

the Great Race in 1916, which provided intellec-

tual justification for racial violence and incited 

many of the hate crimes committed against 

African Americans in the early twentieth cen-

tury. Also following this national trend, mem-

bership in the Ku Klux Klan grew to a stagger-

ing four million Americans by 1920 (Frost). 

With the burgeoning number of Klansmen, 

members became more confident and perni-

ciously violent. The Oklahoman Klan had their 

greatest presence in the Tulsa area, and Tulsa 

Klansmen had a reputation for violence and 

murder that preceded them (Franklin 30).

In 1921, a tenth of Tulsa’s population was 

African-American (Ellsworth). Like most Tul-

sans of the day, black people came to Tulsa to 

take advantage of the economic opportunity 

stemming from the discovery of large quanti-

ties of crude oil in the northeastern part of 

Oklahoma. In the northern section of Tulsa 

named the Greenwood District, African-

Americans built many homes, large and beau-

tiful churches, and successful businesses, some 

of which were owned by black women. Ac-

cording to Staples, “Greenwood came into be-

ing out of necessity,  when black people were 

forbidden by law to live or own a business in 

the white city” (3). This section of Tulsa be-

came famously prosperous––an economic suc-

cess that made many white citizens uneasy, 

angry and bitter. An anonymous informant 

admitted to staff at the Greenwood Cultrual 

Center in Tulsa that he had been present at a 

meeting in which plans were discussed to “rid 

Tulsa of this blemish,” which was the flourish-

ing black community (Brown). Whites also 

believed that their underclass’s newfound af-

fluence might incite demands for more civil 

liberties, or even rights equal to those of the 
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white population. The growing white popula-

tion also coveted the land that the Greenwood 

district occupied for its own urban develop-

ment. Such was the volatile social climate that 

sparked the flames of Tulsa Race Riot and later 

prevented legal repercussions for perpetrators 

of the violence.

According to historical accounts, on May 

30th,  1921,  Richard Rowland, an African-

American,  tripped while boarding an elevator 

in downtown Tulsa, and as he fell grabbed the 

arm of Sarah Page, a young, white elevator 

operator. Ms. Page screamed as if she had been 

attacked, but later admitted that she had not 

been in any danger and chose not to press 

charges (Staples 4). However, the suspicion of 

a black man’s improper conduct toward a 

young white woman condemned Richard 

Rowland to certain death without a trial at the 

hands of the populace. He fled the building 

but was later apprehended and taken to jail. 

The next afternoon, an article in the Tulsa Trib-

une libelously portrayed Rowland as a threat 

to white women. The headline read, “Negro To 

Hang Tonight” (Ellsworth 3).  Many historians 

blame this article for inciting the violence that 

ensued. 

Lynching African-Americans was not an 

uncommon practice at the time, and authori-

ties usually did little to stop violent white 

mobs in pursuit of a black person. A brigade of 

white men gathered around the Tulsa jail in 

anticipation of the lynching that was certain to 

take place. A delegation of black men also ap-

peared outside of the jail in order to defend 

Rowland. Inevitably, violence broke out be-

tween the two groups.  This was the beginning 

of three days of warfare between black and 

white Tulsans. Accounts of machine gun at-

tacks,  people and their houses being burned, 

and attacks involving airplanes and home-

made bombs are consistently repeated in wit-

nesses’ descriptions of the Race War (Staples 

5). The white rabble—consisting of five to ten 

thousand people—invaded and set fire to 

much of north Tulsa and the Greenwood dis-

trict, destroying over a thousand homes (Sta-

ples 5). To cool the violence, white authorities 

unlawfully interned those African-Americans 

that they could in the Tulsa Convention Hall 

and other public venues until the violence had 

ceased. 

The photograph reproduced above docu-

ments this forced march into the Convention 

Hall and the aftermath of the Tulsa Race Riot. 

The photo was most likely taken on the first of 

June, when the violence had begun to subside. 

The scene is one of white domination. A flat-

bed truck fills the foreground, and a white 

man wields a rifle but leans causally against 

the retracted hood of the truck with an air of 

authority. This white man stands over the three 

black men on the bed of the truck, one of 

whom lies on his back, prostrated and stripped 

of dignity. The caption of the photograph de-

scribes this man as “dead or wounded.” This 

vague description of the man illustrates an 

element of ignorance, confusion, or distrust on 

the part of the writer of the caption. For the 

viewer, he is simply a symbol of the white riot-

ers’ lack of consideration for black lives. The 

white man’s domination in this area of the 

photograph is as absolute as the black men’s 

subjugation and helplessness. This power rela-

tion is underscored by a truck that is labeled 

“Nash Oil Well Supply Co.” The way in which 

the white people’s businesses aided in the war 

against Greenwood reveals the economic mo-

tives for the Race War.

Several white people surround the people 

of color being escorted into the Tulsa Conven-

tion Hall in the background. Similar to the man 

with the rifle in the foreground, the white 

guards’ control is absolute. Several black Tul-

sans fearfully hold up their hands as if they are 

under arrest. The photograph betrays a sym-

bolic portrayal of power relations between 

black and white citizens in that time period 
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and location. In the photo reproduced below 

which depicts the same event,  the caption 

reads, “captured negroes on way to Conven-

tion Hall-during Tulsa Race Riot June first 

1921.” This photograph shows black citizens 

walking towards the Convention Hall in the 

same subservient manner as the first photo. 

The action of “capturing” black citizens in-

stead of interning them implies that their stay 

in the Convention Center was more punitive 

than protective. 

The African-Americans in the first photo 

walk between two identical political posters 

depicting a white politician’s oversized face 

scowling from the wall. This image symbolizes 

the message that white Tulsans sent to the 

Greenwood community—a message of com-

plete domination, political control, and intel-

lectual degradation.  Black Tulsans in this 

photo are forced to walk into a facility usually 

reserved for whites, under the close supervi-

sion of armed guards, while the overpowering 

twin images of the politician seem to empha-

size the colored people’s inability to overcome 

legal and social discrimination. What appear to 

be white bystanders flank the entrance like 

guards and keep the agitators at a safe dis-

tance. According to Jimmie Louis Franklin, a 

commentator on the history of blacks in Okla-

homa, “Most whites [in Tulsa] believed that 

the riot had been caused by lower-class blacks 

that were ‘worked up’ by white agitators for 

social equality, and by communists, so it is 

likely that these are Tulsa citizens looking dis-

approvingly at the crowd they consider to be 

the criminals responsible for the riot (Franklin 

34). The internment of black Tulsans succeeded 

in bringing an end to the violence but also 

gave the white population the impression that 

black people were being justly imprisoned, 

thereby displacing the blame from the white 

rioters.  The white spectators stand critically, 

with their hands on their hips, as though this 

relocation were an act of justice.

The white authorities funnel the black citi-

zens through the open entrance of the conven-
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tion center in the photograph. Ironically, this is 

an entrance that they would be forbidden to 

use under normal circumstances. Despite this 

temporary privilege, the forceful way in which 

the dominant whites drive their prisoners into 

the building looks similar in nature to the Nazi 

internment of Jewish Europeans that occurred 

later in the 1930s. The imagery of crowds of a 

minority group who are utterly subjugated by 

a dominating, racist force brings to mind pho-

tographs taken of concentration camps and the 

concept of cleansing an area of an entire race of 

people is not unlike Nazi ideology. Even the 

flatbed truck in the foreground that shows a 

corporate role in the violence brings to mind 

the state sponsorship of the extermination of 

Jews in Nazi Germany. Both the Holocaust and 

the Tulsa Race Riots had economic motives. In 

both situations, the minority group that was 

eradicated had financial stability that the op-

posing group resented. Although these com-

parisons are disturbing, the contexts of the two 

sorts of violence are not actually dissimilar. 

After the riot ended, the task of the 

Greenwood residents was to take stock of the 

damage and find a way to rebuild with very 

limited resources provided by the City of 

Tulsa. The devastation was atrocious. Photo-

graphs from the days after the riot show 

charred skeletons of buildings that resemble 

the ruins of World War Two air raids. Among 

the most grievous damages to the Greenwood 

district was the incineration of the Mount Zion 

Baptist Church. The church had a reputation as 

“one of the most beautiful buildings of the 

Southwest” and was worth $84,000 at the time 

of its destruction (Franklin 34). It was a symbol 

of the affluence and independence that the 

black community had enjoyed in the period 

just before the Race Riot. By burning the 

church, white rioters communicated contempt 

for any amount of financial success achieved 

by the black population. In addition to rebuild-

ing, the City of Tulsa recognized that at least 

minimal compensation for the damage was 

due to the victims for property and personal 

damage. Staples comments that the municipal-

ity of Tulsa “told the outside world that it 

would provide a generous rebuilding fund—

and actively discouraged money-raising efforts 

that had begun all across the country” (5). In 

actuality, the City of Tulsa provided very little 

in the way of rebuilding efforts, postponing an 

almost complete reconstruction of the Green-

wood District until 1925 (Brown). Instead of 

rebuilding, the city aided blacks who wished 

to settle elsewhere. Much of the black popula-

tion acquiesced and moved away from Tulsa. 

After the immediate rebuilding efforts were 

completed, the community undertook a policy 

of silence concerning the Riot.  As Staples ob-

serves, “the riot was soon banished from 

newspapers, television, and civil conversation, 

so that most Tulsans born just 20 years later 

grew up with no idea it ever happened” 

(1).The actions of the municipality undoubt-

edly demonstrate that one of the intents of the 

white rioters was to cleanse Tulsa of its black 

population by eliminating their prosperous 

community and their sense of security. Legally, 

Tulsa did not repent, nor did the community 

take any actions to reform its social structure 

or to eliminate tension between the white ma-

jority and the black minority. As Franklin 

notes,  “Tulsa was not a penitent community; as 

official documents reveal, it forgave the law-

lessness of the white mobs who killed and 

burned” (34).

Tulsa has made insufficient efforts to com-

pensate for the injustices committed against 

the residents of the Greenwood District,  al-

though financial compensation could not truly 

make right all the wrongs of the riot, the ges-

ture of acknowledgement is an important one. 

In 2001, on the eightieth anniversary of the 

riots, the few remaining survivors and their 

families filed a lawsuit against the City of 

Tulsa in order to gain monetary compensation 

47

Woods, “An Oklahoma Story”



for the survivors of the riot (Martin 9). The 

lawsuit accuses the city of allowing its officials 

to fail to stop the riot, of participating in the 

violence, of providing insufficient reparations, 

and of threatening the black population to dis-

courage them from filing lawsuits immediately 

after the riot. An estimated $2.7 million in 

property damage was caused by the Race Riot, 

but so far none of the survivors have received 

any compensation for their losses (Brown). 

The City of Tulsa created the Tulsa Race 

Riot Commission in 1997. Its purpose was to 

investigate the riot and propose an allocation 

of funds to repay some of the cost of the dam-

ages to private property. Reparations for a 

similar but less destructive race riot in Rose-

wood, Florida included a scholarship fund for 

descendants of the victims of the violence in-

stead of direct monetary compensation (Sta-

ples 2). In 1999, the Tulsa Race Riot Commis-

sion proposed a settlement of $33 million,  a 

scholarship fund for black Tulsans like the one 

in Florida, and payments of up to $150,000 to 

the individual survivors who lost property 

(Morris).  However, reparations for atrocities 

committed so long ago proved difficult to ob-

tain. Many Oklahomans oppose direct finan-

cial reparations due to an already depleted 

budget and a lack of understanding of the sort 

of violence that was committed in the Tulsa 

Race War. In 2001, as a response to a proposals 

of the Tulsa Reparations Commission,  Gover-

nor Frank Keating contended that “state law 

prohibits Oklahoma from making reparations 

for any past mass crime committed by its offi-

cials or on the state’s behalf” (qtd. in Martin). 

Despite these setbacks,  the case for reparations 

will soon be heard by an international court of 

law. However, after over eighty years of si-

lence, the issue is losing prominence.

As a native of Tulsa, I am inclined to agree 

with Mr. Staples’ characterization of the his-

torical treatment of the Tulsa Race Riot as a 

“conspiracy of silence” (2). The local public 

schools’ cursory mention of this long repressed 

part of local history is enough to merely in-

form students of the existence of racial vio-

lence in Tulsa’s past, but in no way sufficient to 

allow students to grasp the gruesome and ap-

palling nature of the Race Riot. My knowledge 

of the riot prior to individual investigation was 

grossly misguided. Whether to spare students 

the details of the violence or to prevent discus-

sion and subsequent disorder, my teachers led 

me to believe that the Tulsa Race Riot was not 

unusual for its time, nor were many people 

hurt or killed by the brief interlude of disorder. 

When I later discovered that the Tulsa Race 

Riot was one the most destructive race riots in 

American history,  and that the death toll was 

close to three hundred people, I felt I had been 

lied to. As a student in a mostly white and 

moderately affluent public school, I theorized 

that my education about the Tulsa Race Riot 

was lacking due to the conservative persuasion 

of the district in which I lived. However,  I 

learned in conversation with Mechelle Brown, 

a native of Tulsa and an expert on the subject 

of the Race Riot, that teachers do not discuss 

details of the Tulsa Race Riot even in predomi-

nantly black schools. Education about the riot 

was not limited because any one group 

thought it unimportant, but because the truth 

was a sensitive and painful subject for people 

on both sides of the riot. Today, the descen-

dants of the white perpetrators of the Race Riot 

are ashamed of their families’ involvement and 

afraid of what the knowledge of such violence 

would do to their reputations. To some extent, 

the fear tactics used to keep the black victims 

of the riot from speaking out against it directly 

after the event are still working to ensure their 

silence. The black population of Tulsa still has 

much to loose in the way of property and cul-

ture; if silence ensures peace, then most of the 

current residents of the Greenwood area are 

willing to quiet their indignation.  The fear of 

more racial tension keeps both parties from 
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bringing too much attention to the gory details 

of the Tulsa Race War.

It is of great importance that the citizens of 

Tulsa know what really happened on May 31st, 

1921. Without help from an informed and 

compassionate community, survivors of the 

Tulsa Race Riots and their descendants will 

never receive the compensation they deserve. 

Furthermore, those who were responsible for 

the violence still have an active role in local 

Tulsa politics. Under the façade of a deeply 

religious,  conservative, peaceful community 

lies the blemish of racism. By attempting to 

erase history, those responsible for the events 

of the Tulsa Race War have robbed Tulsa’s citi-

zens of their historical context, and this is a 

crime that cannot go unpunished much longer. 

The photographs reproduced here portray a 

moment in the past, but the plight of the peo-

ple in it is still relevant. As conscientious citi-

zens of the world, Tulsans cannot let the suffer-

ing of an entire generation of Tulsans be buried 

under the dust of apathy and silence.  Knowl-

edge of the Tulsa Race Riot is important aspect 

of history and should bear influence on the 

city’s course of action in the future.
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n Mein Kampf, Adolf Hitler, the most in-

famous leader of Germany, concludes, 

“Hence today I believe that I am acting in 

accordance with the will of the Almighty Crea-

tor: by defending myself against the Jew, I am 

fighting for the work of the Lord” (65, emphasis 

added). This brazen statement gives divine 

justification for the atrocities that Hitler orches-

trated only a few years after his book’s publi-

cation in 1925. “The will of the Almighty Crea-

tor” was Hitler’s Final Solution, the mass 

genocide of the Jews. In a speech given on 

April 12,1922, Hitler clearly states his defini-

tion of the Lord’s work: “My feelings as a 

Christian points me to my Lord and Savior as a 

fighter … I believe I would be no Christian, 

but a very devil … if I did not, as did our Lord 

two thousand years ago, turn against those by 

whom to-day [the German people are] plun-

dered and exploited” (19). When Jesus saw 

that Jewish moneylenders were using the tem-

ple to take advantage of the average people, he 

overturned the tables and drove the money-

lenders out of the temple, quoting Isaiah and 

Jeremiah, two Jewish prophets, for justification 

(Mark 11:17). Hitler uses this account from 

Mark, one of the 12 apostles, to create a biblical 

justification for eliminating the Jewish people. 

I
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From this perspective, the Holocaust was a 

purification, a sanctification, of the German 

race; it was not only beneficial,  but necessary 

for the Germans’ salvation. 

While Hitler’s atrocities are antithetical to 

pure Christian ideology, Hitler’s policies and 

actions still exude a strangely religious theme: 

not only did the German people deify their 

leader, but they also followed him into a mass 

ritualistic slaughter. Could the Holocaust sim-

ply be a reincarnation of the old form of relig-

ious sacrifice manifested in a technologically 

advanced society? Or, is the modern, secular 

call to sacrifice a departure from rather than 

an extension of old religious-based violence? 

Hitler’s regime was not solidly grounded in a 

deity or religion; he merely used them as 

cover for his own personal convictions. While 

Hitler used a biblical basis for his anti-

Semitism, connecting his actions to ancient 

Adolph Hitler in 1933



religious violence, his particular word usage 

suggests a more personal reason: “My feel-

ings” is a call to the individual,  not to the spiri-

tual. This narcissism separates Hitler’s deeds 

from conventional religious sacrifice. Yet, no 

previous dictators used such a systematic ap-

proach to accomplish such diabolical ends. 

Joseph Conrad in his novella Heart of Darkness 

addresses this modern form of catastrophe by 

addressing the problem of individual preroga-

tive without the usual societal constraints. 

Through a comparison of Hitler’s actions to 

ancient forms of religious sacrifice and to Jo-

seph Conrad’s startling description of the con-

sequences of the individual will, the defining 

attributes of modern sacrifice become frighten-

ingly clear.

Hitler intertwined individualistic narcis-

sism with his ancient justification, so the moti-

vation for his actions is difficult to compre-

hend. Since deification is the transcendence of 

an individual to a god-like state, the severity of 

this problem increases because of the inherent 

individualism of the justification itself. In Hit-

ler’s case, the juxtaposition of the particular 

details of his deification with quintessential 

forms of ancient deification resolve this prob-

lem. Today, the most well-known instance of 

this ancient phenomenon is in Christianity, 

Hitler’s own religion of choice. Jesus hinted at 

his divine origins to the point that his follow-

ers believed he was God: near the beginning of 

his ministry, one of his disciples boldly 

claimed that Jesus was “the Christ,  the Son of 

the living God” (Matthew 16:16). Due to Jesus’ 

words, ideas, and actions, his followers deified 

him. The entire Christian religion is based on 

the belief that Jesus is God. Billions of people 

find purpose in life because they believe that 

Jesus was their savior. Similarly, in a speech at 

the Nuremburg convention, one of Hitler’s 

henchmen said, “An entire people, an entire 

nation feels strong and happy today because 

you [Hitler] came to this people not only as the 

Führer, but also as a savior” (Dietrich 22). Even 

though historians debate the involvement of 

the German populace in Hitler’s actions, most 

scholars agree that the people truly loved their 

Führer: “Nowhere else in the world does one 

find such fanatic love on the part of millions of 

people for a person, a love that is not exagger-

ated or hasty, but rather grows from deep and 

great faith, the kind of lasting confidence chil-

dren may have for a very good father” (Di-

etrich 54). Hitler not only welcomed hero-

worship, he furthered it by propaganda. Since 

adoration stroked his ego and increased his 

personal power, Hitler utilized it as much as 

possible. While the naïve and easily influenced 

quickly idealized Hitler, even those who wit-

nessed his terrible deeds esteemed him. The 

truth of Hitler’s goals was evident in 1937, yet 

Winston Churchill noted Hitler as “among the 

most remarkable [people] in the whole history 

of the world” (Waite 5). Today, the very word 

“Hitler” is synonymous with evil; however, 

people still admit their admiration for him: 

Arnold Schwarzenegger,  when running for 

governor in California, publicly announced, “I 

admire him [Hitler] for being such a good pub-

lic speaker and for his way of getting to the 

people and so on. But I didn't admire him for 

what he did with it” (Nagourney and Kirk-

patrick A20). Schwarzenegger, born in Austria 

in 1947, knew of the horrors of the Nazi re-

gime, yet he still admired the murderous man 

for his methods and voice. 

Beyond the deification of a savior figure, 

another commonality between ancient forms 

of religion and Nazi Germany is ritualistic sac-

rifice. Boria Sax, a German scholar of intellec-

tual history, defines sacrifice as “a religious act 

which, through the consecration of a victim, 

modifies the condition of the moral person 

who accomplishes it or that of certain objects 

with which he is concerned” (22). Thus, any act 

of sacrifice whose detailed method of proce-

dure is faithfully or regularly followed is a 
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pristine example of ancient ritualistic sacrifice 

(Sax 23). In some ancient  South American cul-

tures, for example, the world would suppos-

edly end if human children were not sacrificed 

at the beginning of the year (Stevenson). An-

cient Judaism mandated a strict schedule of 

animal sacrifice in order to absolve the Israel-

ites from their sins. In this context, Hitler’s 

massacre of the Jews seems apropos. Since Hit-

ler convinced the Germans that the purifica-

tion of their race was dependent on the elimi-

nation of Jews, the Germans viewed the geno-

cide of Jews as a consecrating duty. The inhu-

mane treatment of Jews at the concentration 

camps illustrates this perspective: soldiers 

were brainwashed into thinking that the mur-

der of Jews was saving their people, so they 

committed terrible atrocities with a joyful, pas-

sionate zeal.  The genocide of the Holo-

caust—the solemn marches to the gas cham-

bers,  the frequent inhumane torture, and the 

commonplace mass shootings—has immense 

sacrificial and ritualistic tones. Even the term 

“holocaust” comes from ancient religious sacri-

fice:  ολός, meaning “whole” and καύστος 

“burnt.” Thus, a Holocaust is literally a burnt 

offering in which the entire sacrifice is de-

stroyed. Clearly, the Nazis’ slaughter of Jews 

was a form of ritual sacrifice.  

Yet, why would the Germans chose to per-

secute Jews over all other ethnic groups? While 

Hitler attacked other groups—Gypsies, homo-

sexuals, and any opponents to his regime—the 

Jews were the most severely hunted and pun-

ished. What caused this group to receive the 

brunt of Hitler’s wrath? Historically, the Jews 

have suffered almost continual persecution.  

Since Jews define themselves first and fore-

most as Jews and only afterwards consider 

their nationality, they traditionally stand out as 

an easily defined group. One reason Hitler 

picked Jews is because their religious identity 

makes them more independent than other 

groups, but that still does not explain why he 

pursued them with such a passionate hatred. 

His anti-Semitism was rooted in his various 

personal vendettas against Jews. Hitler blamed 

them, for example, for his twice-rejected appli-

cation to the Vienna Academy of Fine Arts 

since four out of seven professors on his ad-

missions committee were Jewish. He described 

this event as the turning point in his life (Mein 

Kampf 122). With the Jews’ self-imposed social 

isolation and his own personal hatred, Hitler’s 

scapegoat was an obvious choice. As his own 

individual grievances drove his sadistic de-

sires, Hitler defined his anti-Semitic actions as 

a purification of the Aryan race: “Blood sin 

and desecration of the race are the original sin 

in this world and the end of a humanity which 

surrenders to it” (Mein Kampf 339). German 

Jews, with their international networks and 

non-German ties, had fared better than the rest 

of the German populace as a whole during the 

post-World War I depression. Claiming Jews 

had “sold out the national freedom and be-

trayed our father land to international high 

finance,” Hitler authored one of the largest 

genocides in all of history (Mein Kampf 826). 

Like animals, the victims of the Holocaust 

were led en masse to concentration camps, 

where they were beaten, tortured, raped, 

maimed, and killed. Hitler’s grudge against a 

group of innocent people led an entire nation 

to massacre its Jews.

While Hitler’s deification and ritualistic 

sacrifices seem to hint that Hitler’s Nazism 

was a modern incarnation of ancient ritualistic 

violence, the narcissistic edge of Hitler’s poli-

cies alienate this phenomenon from its older 

counterparts.  Though Hitler used a large 

amount of Christian rhetoric, he did not claim 

that the murders appeased God; he merely 

asserted that they would protect the German 

people. His claim was obviously preposterous. 

Misusing religious references and drawing 

invalid conclusions from the Bible and the 

then-current German political climate, Hitler 
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engineered the situation so that he himself 

would be able to manipulate the emotions and, 

therefore, the actions of the general populace. 

But, if he was acting as a deity, what religion 

was he heading? Without a religious mandate 

to satisfy with slaughter, how can Hitler’s ac-

tions be interpreted as a form of sacrifice? In 

ancient times, ritual slaughter was not so me-

thodical, not perfectly orchestrated by the per-

sonal convictions of one man. Without ever 

explaining the full extent of his goals, Hitler 

climbed the political ladder,  assumed control, 

gained momentum, and then ultimately 

brought about atrocities. The method he advo-

cated to eliminate Jews was organized and or-

chestrated with a cruel finesse.  Ancient forms 

of ritualistic slaughter, while having a detailed 

method that is regularly followed, are marked 

by a different, less destructive,  agenda. While 

the leader does instigate the violence that the 

mob actualizes, the passionate murderous 

moment is usually short-lived. Hitler perpetu-

ated his regime with terror. Usually, in ancient 

times, a single person or small group of people 

was chosen for elimination; Hitler chose an 

entire race. What allowed him to be so far 

reaching? He began his genocide unrestrained 

by his society. Where were society’s usual 

boundaries that normally hinder such a per-

sonal manifestation of hatred and violence? 

The answers to these questions are mud-

dled amid historical debates and differing per-

spectives. To this day,  scholars and the general 

populace argue about the true nature of the 

Holocaust, the depth of Hitler’s influence, and 

even the reality of the massacre itself. Luckily, 

Joseph Conrad wrote about this very phe-

nomenon in his book  Heart of Darkness. Al-

though this novella was written over thirty 

years before Hitler’s time and addressed the 

governmental policy of African colonialism 

while ignoring the actual government in 

power, this book clearly describes both the 

pragmatic and social side of ritualistic vio-

lence, connecting the two intricately. The key 

lies with the narrator Marlow’s main focus: 

Kurtz,  a multi-talented man who could write, 

paint, and wield political power.  Initially 

against Belgium imperialism, Kurtz desired to 

bring the light of civilization to the natives. 

Although Kurtz entered the jungle with ideal-

istic dreams, he, like ordinary Germans, gave 

in to the passions of his heart.  Mercilessly kill-

ing the natives and setting himself up as a god, 

Kurtz degenerated into a monster—a monster 

who “had something to say” (Conrad 132). 

Using the primitive setting of the Congo to 

contrast with the modern man Kurtz, Conrad 

describes the connection between ancient and 

modern forms of violence. He predicts Hitler’s 

actions almost forty years before they occur 

and defines them with an eerily prophetic ac-

curacy. Although Conrad does not specifically 

discuss the causes, he does illustrate the new 

facet of society that transformed ritualistic re-

ligion into its monstrous modern form: the 

modern obsession with individual fulfillment 

connects directly to ancient forms of sacrifice, 

but differs in that, while ancient forms of vio-

lence are socially controlled via restraints, this 

modern form is highly voluntary, relying on 

the individual’s inner strength for its power. 

This major difference—the dependence on self 

rather than an outside figure or deity for iden-

tity—creates the modern form of ritualistic 

violence. Hitler and Kurtz’s deeds are very 

similar to ancient forms of violence, but the old 

forms do not focus on the inner being of the 

individual; they are based on an outside deity 

that mandates certain rules to be followed. 

Lacking fear of God, Hitler and Kurtz are free 

from such constraint. Since the only forms of 

restraint now are mediated through and by the 

individual himself, a strangely ordered, logical 

progression of events occurs, because the indi-

vidual controls the circumstances. In the mod-

ern context, the individual’s prerogative be-

comes the defining factor of society, leading 
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inevitably to violence and destruction.

Since Kurtz “came to them with thunder 

and lightning, you know—and they had never 

seen anything like it—and very terrible,” the 

natives were easy prey to Kurtz’s superior 

technology, and Kurtz took full advantage of it 

(Conrad 104). Playing into their divine fantasy, 

he set himself up as a god, commanding their 

obedience. However, the natives are not the 

only ones to deify Kurtz:  the Europeans also 

worship the man. The harlequin, a Russian 

tradesman who stumbles upon Kurtz’s camp 

before Marlow arrives, is Kurtz’s most ardent 

disciple. Marlow confronts this man with 

Kurtz’s heinous deeds, but the harlequin still 

defends his god: “You don’t know how such a 

life tries a man like Kurtz….I am a simple man. 

I have no great thoughts….he was shamefully 

abandoned. A man like this, with such ideas” 

(Conrad 109).   Although he witnessed all Kurtz 

had done, Marlow still admires him: “Never-

theless, I think Mr. Kurtz is a remarkable man” 

(116). The natives’ and Europeans’ awe and 

admiration for Kurtz stem from his superior 

technology and his ideas. 

While the natives were astounded at the 

European repertoire of weapons and machin-

ery, the Europeans were impressed by the 

technology of Kurtz’s words, his ideas: “Of all 

his gifts the one that stood out preeminently, 

that carried with it a sense of real presence, 

was his ability to talk, his words—the gift of 

expression, the bewildering, the illuminating, 

the most exalted and the most contemptible, 

the pulsating stream of light, or the deceitful 

flow from the heart of an impenetrable dark-

ness” (Conrad 112). Dynamic in nature, his 

words were charged with some sort of ethereal 

energy that allowed them to be a positive or 

negative force. Persuasive and arrogant, Kurtz 

spoke with such conviction and prowess as to 

change the minds of those around him. His 

personal charisma was so contagious that it 

altered the perceptions of the masses; he was 

able to instigate the deification response from 

the natives. “Every one of his words comes out 

charged with a powerful current of energy; at 

times it seems as if they are torn from the very 

heart of the man, causing him indescribable 

anguish” (Waite 23). Though these words 

could easily describe Kurtz, they are, in fact, 

praise for Hitler’s violent rhetoric. Just like 

Kurtz,  Hitler could inspire admiration and dei-

fication with his verbiage. By utilizing strong 

rhetoric that translates into action, individuals 

in power can do almost anything they can me-

diate through their own conscience.

Yet, as marvelous as rhetoric is, it does not 

differentiate Hitler or Kurtz from any well-

spoken politician. Something greater than just 

rhetoric, something more profound than just 

ideas, must be utilized in order to instigate 

deification. In Heart of Darkness, Conrad uses 

Kurtz’s eloquence to maintain the potency of 

ideas when they acquire the physicality of ac-

tion. The harlequin admires Kurtz for his 

rhetoric, but also for his willingness to act: 

“Now—just to give you an idea—I don't mind 

telling you, he wanted to shoot me, too, one 

day—but I don't judge him.…He declared he 

would shoot me…because he could do so,  and 

had a fancy for it, and there was nothing on 

earth to prevent him killing whom he jolly well 

pleased. And it was true, too” (Conrad 114). 

Kurtz’s words themselves did not inspire ado-

ration, but their potential for action did. His 

talk was not empty; Kurtz had every intention 

of following through with his threat, and his 

follower could see that and was amazed by it. 

Marlow explains this phenomenon: “That man 

presented himself as a voice. Not of course that 

I did not connect him with some sort of action. 

Hadn't I been told in all the tones of jealousy 

and admiration that he had collected, bartered, 

swindled, or stolen more ivory than all the 

other agents together?” (Conrad 112).

The sheer physicality of Kurtz’s rhetoric 

mediates between the individual’s willpower 
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and symbolic violence. Kurtz had violent ideas 

that became actions. Initially, one would as-

sume that his actions were to ward off those 

who might attack his authority,  but several 

aspects of the novella prove otherwise. For 

instance, the “decorations” outside Kurtz’s hut 

maintain the opposite of the natural assump-

tion: “These round knobs were not ornamental 

but symbolic … they would have been more 

impressive, those heads on the stakes, if their 

faces had not been turned to the house” (Con-

rad 107). First, these formerly living human 

heads illustrate Kurtz’s sacrificial impulse. He 

has obviously gone to great trouble to ceremo-

niously display them on stakes. However, the 

most important aspect of the display is their 

arrangement: they face toward the hut. If they 

were meant to serve as a warning to others, he 

would have faced the heads toward the tribe. 

Instead, the natives were killed for Kurtz. 

Their orientation is toward the murderer him-

self. These heads illustrate the internal nature 

of Kurtz’s violence. Instead of discouraging 

outsiders, he is encouraging his own inner self 

to murder. The heads serve as a reminder of 

what Kurtz himself can do and the power that 

he has to transform words into actions. The 

display is a narcissistic reflection on himself, 

which he uses to ward off his own weakness 

and inhibitions.

According to Hitler’s rhetoric, the Jews 

were dirty and polluted. Murdering them 

would purify the German race; thus, it is not 

only justifiable, but also imperative that they 

be exterminated. While this logic seems ab-

surd, Hitler’s pollution fears, like Kurtz’s own 

fears about bodily contagion, were so elo-

quently and strongly voiced, that the general 

populace could not risk contradicting him; his 

“anti-Semitism turned the merely prejudiced 

into fanatics,  capable of any course of action, 

however irrational and cruel” (Johnson 437). 

His voice and tone gave Hitler the initial 

power to be heard, and he became a master of 

cleansing rhetoric: “What we must fight for is 

to safeguard the existence and reproduction of 

our race and our people, the sustenance of our 

children and the purity of our blood” (Mein 

Kampf 401). This propaganda allowed Nazi 

extremists to absorb “Hitler’s sub-scientific 

phraseology and [come] to regard Jews as ba-

cilli or a particularly dangerous type of ver-

min” (Johnson 473). Like Kurtz, Hitler had a 

powerful, influential voice and the will to 

transfer his personal ideas into actual deeds.

In a book of tribute written during the 

later part of Hitler’s reign, two of his ardent 

followers lauded his ability to act on what he 

said: “We loved him, not because he was a 

‘great dictator’,  but because he was a great 

teacher, a living example of the order he 

preached. Without order, nothing can ex-

ist…He taught us this all-important truth of 

Race. Hitler's inspiration kindled our racial 

potential for construction and creativity. His 

order was not imposed upon us. It came from 

within” (Friedrich and Thompson 5). Since 

Hitler and Kurtz both had the power to woo 

the masses with their keen rhetoric,  they were 

able to further their own personal agendas. 

Each man emanated violence and hatred, and 

in channeling the admiration of the general 

populace through himself, each caused vio-

lence more viral than the ancient forms al-

lowed. 

However,  the source of expression and 

oratory about violence is where the true dis-

crepancy lies between the modern examples 

and Jesus.  Jesus had his basis in a religious 

authority: Yahweh. This omnipotent God had 

previously laid out a morality that every Jew 

must follow. If any prophet preached some-

thing antithetical to what the head deity had 

previously commanded, he was not a true 

prophet. Thus, Jesus was limited by what God 

had previously said. If he contradicted God’s 

laws, he obviously would not have been from 

God. Hitler, however, did not have this relig-
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ious restraint. As Christof Friedrich and Eric 

Thompson maintain above, Hitler’s power 

came “from within,” from his own self (Freid-

rich and Thompson 5). 

This idea brings us back to the original 

question: if Hitler’s actions are to be inter-

preted as a new form of religious violence, 

what is the religion to which he was dedi-

cated? If he was going within himself to find 

the answers, how can he be defined as a relig-

ious leader? The atrocities of Nazi Germany 

were supposedly done by a secular authority. 

How can religious sacrifice appear in a society 

in which there is no religion demanding sacri-

fice? 

The key to answering that question relies 

on the definition of religion. While religions 

are typically thought to be spiritual relation-

ships to a god or gods, the word comprises 

much more than that narrow, normative de-

scription allows. Most scholars believe that 

word “religion” comes from the Latin word 

religare,  which means to reconnect. Thus, relig-

ion is merely a relationship of human beings to 

whatever they consider sacred. With that 

broad definition,  a different form of “religion” 

can replace ancient deity-based religions. But, 

the question remains: what religion did Hitler 

have? Without a religion, the entire framework 

of deification and ritualistic slaughter crum-

ples. How can one reconcile this seeming 

dearth of modern religious impetus with the 

ancient forms’ dependence on sacrificial relig-

ion?

Since religion is merely a man’s connection 

to the sacred, this relationship can be filled by 

any defining medium. For Benito Mussolini, 

fascism filled this role: “Fascism is a religious 

conception in which man is seen in his imma-

nent relationship with a superior law and with 

an objective Will that transcends the particular 

individual and raises him to conscious mem-

bership in a spiritual society” (Mussolini). 

Mussolini, the father of fascism, defines his 

governmental institution as a religion. Under 

fascism, one must give everything to the state. 
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Only “through the denial of himself,  through 

the sacrifice of his own private interests, 

through death itself” can one “realize that 

completely spiritual existence in which his 

value as a man lies” (Mussolini). Through 

complete and utter devotion to the state, hu-

manity transcends to a higher realm of exis-

tence. This form of zealotry is practiced via 

military conquest, with a strong emphasis on 

murdering ruthlessly for one’s nation.  Thus, 

fascism is a religious institution that could 

command the same type of religious sacrifice 

as Judaism or Islam.

In Germany, fascism filled the role of relig-

ion and mandated religious sacrifice. Since the 

state and government are considered supreme 

in fascism, any action that the state re-

quires—paying taxes, murdering, or sacrificing 

oneself—must be done willingly. Thus, if the 

state mandates, as Hitler did, that Jews are 

causing the state to be destroyed, then murder-

ing them for the state is more than just a sim-

ple purification issue; it has become a spiritual 

one. The stakes have been raised: an individ-

ual’s defining relationship, their relationship to 

the state, is being threatened, and thus a pas-

sionate response is expected. Thus, Hitler’s 

regime seems to fit inside the definition of an-

cient religious violence. However, fascism is a 

modern manifestation that differs from ancient 

religions. Instead of relating to God, it relates 

solely to man. 

 Conrad directly addresses this inward 

orientation. In the form of a rhetorical question 

coupled with a hint of an answer, the author 

ponders this disturbingly restraint-free world:

How can you imagine what particular re-

gion…a man’s untrammeled feet may take 

him into by the way of solitude—utter 

solitude without a policeman—by the  

way of silence—utter silence, where no 

warning voice of a kind neighbor can be 

heard whispering of public opinion? ... 

When they are gone you must fall back 

upon your own innate strength, upon your 

own capacity for faithfulness. (90) 

With the policemen and neighbor observing, 

people do not commit atrocious deeds for fear 

of retribution from the law, symbolized by the 

policeman, or from their peers, the neighbor. 

However,  when these fears are removed, all 

one has is personal strength, an internalized 

set of morals, to safeguard one’s actions. Con-

rad obviously does not trust these morals to 

hamper genocide, for his unrestrained Kurtz 

committed every atrocity thinkable. 

This theory initially does not seem appli-

cable to Nazi Germany. The Germans were not 

alone in a jungle. A population of 65 million 

people, they seemingly had a plethora of 

neighbors and a government to act as police-

men. But upon close analysis of this time pe-

riod, Germany’s restraints are not present.

In Conrad’s society, the neighbor restrains 

because he or she has a socially ordained 

moral standard that he or she can use to judge 

others.  The fear of judgment instigates con-

formity. It is important to note that the mere 

presence of the neighbor is not enough to hin-

der another individual; the neighbor must also 

have a moral standard by which to judge. In 

most scenarios, morality comes from some 

type of God instituting a somewhat stable 

moral standard. However, Germany, at the end 

of the nineteenth and beginning of the twenti-

eth centuries, had killed God. In one of the 

most famous philosophical works of all time, a 

German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche tells 

a story in which a madman pronounces God is 

dead. In the climatic scene, the madman 

screams at the crowd: 

Do we not hear the noise of the grave-

diggers who are burying God? Do we not 

smell the divine putrefaction?—for even 

Gods putrefy! God is dead! God remains 

dead! And we have killed him! How shall 

we console ourselves,  the most murderous 

of all murderers? The holiest and the 
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mightiest that the world has hitherto pos-

sessed, has bled to death under our kni-

fe,—who will wipe the blood from us? 

With what water could we cleanse our-

selves? (Nietzsche 181)

Nietzsche subtly reveals one of the reasons 

fascism was so widely accepted. While the 

people kill God, they also wonder what type of 

water can cleanse their sin. After killing their 

savior, they cry because they cannot be saved. 

Fascism clearly gave them a savior without 

God. Yet, without God, no absolute morality 

exists. In a relationship with God, stan-

dards—certain rules or regulations—are estab-

lished by a power greater than the individual. 

Moral rules do more than just mandate 

ambiguously good deeds;  they offer a model 

for limited violence. Philosopher Rene Girard 

describes a model for limited violence and ana-

lyzes its place in society. Asserting that all hu-

man cultures share an inherent need for vio-

lence, Girard warns that “violence is not to be 

denied,  but it can be diverted to another object, 

something that it can sink its teeth into” (74). 

In Judaic culture, this release came in the form 

of animal sacrifice;  its violence was directed: 

“society is seeking to deflect upon a relatively 

indifferent victim, a ‘sacrificeable’ victim” (Gi-

rard 73). Gods that require animal sacrifice and 

other more acceptable forms of violence divert 

humanity’s need for violence against others.

As group morality was effectively disman-

tled with no God authorizing limited violence, 

the policeman became Hitler; thus, the police-

man’s restraint lost its power. Although Hit-

ler’s role in the Nazi regime is vastly over-

played by most modern historians, his role 

was substantial. His fierce anti-Semitism and 

pure devotion to the state created a dangerous 

transformation: instead of restraining violence, 

the policeman instigated it. 

Thus, Germany had lost both its neighbor 

and its policemen. It was completely unre-

strained. The only remaining constraint was its 

own inner strength. In reality, this individual-

ism is the true cause of the atrocities. Without 

restraint, the individual is forced to turn in-

ward to find an outlet for his or her need for 

violence. However, this orientation is not help-

ful, for it is the inner being from which man’s 

violent nature arises. For Kurtz, being alone in 

the wilderness eliminated the restraints. His 

soul “had looked within itself,  and, by heav-

ens! I tell you, it had gone mad… [it was] the 

inconceivable mystery of a soul that knew no 

restraint, no faith, and no fear, yet struggling 

blindly with itself” (Conrad 125). Conrad un-

derstands that the inner nature of mankind 

from which the violence emanates needs re-

straint. For without it, that violence is free to 

release itself in its most passionate form. How-

ever, Conrad does not end Kurtz’s existence 

with his unrestrained soul. As Kurtz is dying, 

he pronounces judgment on his own inner self 

with his last words: “The horror! The horror!” 

(130). In his last moments, Kurtz is able to see 

his soul for what it is. For Conrad, this realiza-

tion is the “moral victory” that vindicates hu-

manity (133).

Nazi Germany followed a godless morality 

and looked inward for strength. However, all it 

found was the violent depravity that it was 

trying to divert. Instead of being constrained, 

violence was unleashed in a way that shocked 

the rest of the world. Although Nazism has 

most of the symbols of religious violence, it is 

much worse, because, like religion, it offers an 

outlet for man’s violence, but instead of limit-

ing violence via obedience and sacrifice, it am-

plifies it not only by releasing man’s inner vio-

lence, but by making that depravity the focus 

of life.  In this modern form of ritual sacrifice, 

with its focus on inner strength and individu-

ality,  the modern human is forced to rely on 

himself for his morality. Without an outward 

orientation, morality can be perverted and 

twisted, hindered only by what the individual 

finds appeasing. Thus, any atrocities—the 
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massacre of millions of Jews or the gruesome 

display of human heads on stakes—are per-

missible forms of violence. This phenomenon 

is the modern form of ritual violence, more 

terrible than its earlier counterparts because it 

is unconstrained by society, is religious in na-

ture, and is amplified by man’s inherent vio-

lence.
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y ideas about milk production 

and manufacturing have always 

been akin to what I read out of 

Laura Ingalls Wilder books. I expected a pic-

turesque scenario with Sukey gently milked by 

Pa, little girls holding barn kittens nearby, and 

Ma watching lovingly from the homestead 

window. Milk was natural, and went straight 

from the pail to consumer’s “tummies.” Milk 

doesn’t hold that idyllic scene anymore. Milk 

isn’t as fresh and natural as I imagined. Milk is 

pasteurized and homogenized. Vitamins are 

taken out;  vitamins are added back in. Milk is 

sealed and shipped hundreds of miles from the 

cows it came from. 

In all honesty, milk is my beverage of 

choice and I drink over a gallon a week. After 

nineteen years of ignorant drinking, I felt I 

should at least understand what I’m putting 

into my body. Like most kids of the younger 

generation, I’m starting to have a healthy ap-

preciation for detoxing and keeping my body 

pure. People are looking for healthy and local. 

Organic products are fitting the bill.  Organic 

milk is making a rise, and “natural” and 

“clean” products are more popular. People care 

more about animal treatment, rbGH and hor-

mone free products, and purifying our bodies. 

America is asking, “What are we putting in 

M
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our mouths?” But, as America slowly makes 

its way back to “natural,” to “clean,” to 

wholesome, and to organic, why doesn’t it go 

all the way back? Why isn’t raw milk leading 

the alternative “natural” way? Why isn’t the 

most natural, the most pure, the straight-from-

the-udder product not the most popular? To 

find out, I analyzed two local raw milk dairies, 

Swan Brothers Incorporated and HLA Coun-

try Farm Raw Milk Dairy, and two national 

organic companies, Horizon Organic and Or-

ganic Valley. I decided to take milk back to its 

roots—or udders. I wanted to see the ideal of 

milk, before it became so industrialized, and 

discover whether or not raw milk should be 

the leader in natural milk production.

Andrea Wiley, a professor from Indiana, 

writes that the “production of cows milk dates 

back to the colonial period, although it re-

mained a small-scale domestic enterprise until 

well into the nineteenth century” (Wiley 668). 

She believes that only recently has milk be-

come a global commodity, and is a good that 

can be found in both developed and develop-

ing countries alike. But with globalization 

comes a decline in dairies and number of cows 

per dairy. Wiley writes in “Transforming Milk 

in a Global Economy” that local family-owned 

dairies have all but vanished, and that milk 

companies have become increasingly consoli-

dated (Wiley 668). A farm is considered any 

place that $1,000 or more of agricultural prod-

ucts are produced or sold, and in the last fifty 

years the number of farms has fallen 69%, 

with milk farms decreasing even more rapidly 

(Blayney 2). Keeping these small milk farms 

afloat isn’t as difficult as it would seem, be-

cause larger companies will buy the “rights” 

to these farms and add them to their total 

production. Several large organic companies 

do this to stay localized (Organic Valley). 

Starting in the 1920s, milk became regu-

lated, and this brought the milk-borne out-

breaks down from 25% to 1% (Weisbecker 62). 



Because of these regulations, the popularity of 

raw milk fell. In fact, the FDA required that all 

milk products become pasteurized and in the 

1980s “began drafting a proposed regulation to 

ban all interstate sales of raw milk and raw-

milk products” (Weisbecker 63).  This ban 

didn’t affect raw milk certified by the USDA. 

Today, selling raw milk is prohibited in one-

third of states nationwide, but it can still be 

found elsewhere. The states that do allow its 

sale are in charge of regulating it (Spiegel). 

Raw milk sellers believe pasteurization is an 

outdated process that destroys the vitamins 

and nutrients raw milk naturally contains 

(Spiegel). Even so, every year there are at least 

seventy cases of raw-dairy food poisoning 

(Johnson). 

Could this be the beginning of raw milk’s 

end? Is fear of contamination keeping its num-

bers low? Food borne illnesses are the cause of 

many commodities’ low consumption rates. 

The recent tomato recall kept the delicious fruit 

out of restaurants, grocery stores, and dinner 

tables. A few weeks later when the outbreak 

was over, tomatoes bounced back. Raw milk, 

on the other hand, was never a part of every 

day diet. When another case of dairy food poi-

soning is listed, it adds to the already hopeless 

case against raw milk.

Perhaps in an effort to allay fears of dis-

ease and contamination, the government certi-

fies select raw milk dairies, meaning that they 

are tested for bacteria and health standards. 

Raw milk dairies must follow twenty condi-

tions ranging from cow health practices, pro-

viding all-natural feed, packaging milk at cer-

tain temperatures, complying with monthly 

tests, and being “rooted in social and environ-

mental awareness” (Raw USA).

HLA Country Farm Raw Milk Dairy is a 

local dairy in Talala, Oklahoma. “Hard Luck 

Acres,” as it is affectionately called, is owned 

by Judy Calvert and her husband. Calvert is a 

newcomer in the dairy world, and has only 

been selling cow milk for a few years. “I 

started selling goat milk and I had a customer 

tell me that if I bought a cow, he’d buy the 

milk. Since then he’s bought three gallons” 

(Calvert). But overall it was a good idea. Dur-

ing our interview, several cars traveled out to 

her small farm. She doesn’t deliver, but has 

had pick-up orders from as far as New Mexico. 

The scene from her living room was as 

idyllic as my Laura Ingalls fantasy. Chickens 

wander next to your feet as cows and goats 

graze peacefully in the background. Every day 

Calvert and her husband milk their six jersey 

cows in the small milking house. Though not 

so idyllic that they milk by hand, the bright red 

barn in the background offsets the milking ma-

chine in the front. Each cow can produce six 

gallons a day. After “the girls” do their job, the 

milk is transported ten feet into Calvert’s pan-

try. She places the milk into steel containers 

and immediately starts “packaging” into glass 

containers. “Raw milk isn’t homogenized or 

pasteurized,” she told me in her cheese cooling 

room. I told her about my readings of the 

health risks raw milk poses. “When there was 

no sanitation, pasteurization was necessary. 

Babies kept dying after drinking contaminated 

milk. Pasteurization was helpful because the 

heat took everything out of the milk.” Vitamins 

too? I asked. “Yes. All the vitamins were re-

moved and had to be re-inserted for the milk 

to have any nutritional value.” Calvert and 

other raw dairiers believe that raw milk is bet-

ter to consume. “Most lactose-intolerant peo-

ple can drink my milk,” says Calvert, “and 

have no adverse affects.”

I asked Calvert why she didn’t try for or-

ganic or government certification. The land 

could be certified as organic, she said, but the 

cows couldn’t.  The cows are fed an all-natural 

diet that she buys from the local elevator, but it 

isn’t economical to order organic feed. And as 

for certification, Calvert said she would love to 

be governmentally certified as “Grade A” raw 
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milk because it could multiply milk sales. 

However,  non-certified raw dairies are only 

allowed to sell one hundred gallons each 

month. The Oklahoma Department of Agricul-

ture pressures her to stay small because it 

doesn’t have the manpower to test every certi-

fied dairy. Luckily for Calvert,  since non-

certified raw dairies aren’t required to keep or 

give any records to the government, she can 

quietly sell more than her allotted one hundred 

gallons.

The Swan Brothers Dairy, Incorporated 

began in 1923 in Claremore with only one cow. 

Today, the herd has grown to one hundred and 

fifteen. I spoke to a young woman working the 

register at their dairy about the manufacturing 

process, but a handy pamphlet told me most of 

what I wanted to know. Each cow spends the 

majority of her day outside on the several 

hundred thousand acre pasture. They eat a 

mixture of soy, grain, grass, hull, sodium bi-

carbonate, and other flavorings. When milking 

time comes, the cows enter preparation stalls 

where their udders are cleaned by a solution. 

They then move to the milking station where 

they eat and their udders are hand-washed. 

After milking, “the girls” are sprayed with io-

dine and led back outside. The milk is brought 

into a large tank cooler (one than can be seen 

from the “lobby”). After cooling, milk is pack-

aged in plastic bottles and placed in a cold 

storage room. Swan is a certified Grade A raw 

milk dairy, but my helper couldn’t tell me 

what this entailed. The dairy is tested monthly, 

she said, but that’s all she really knew about it. 

The Swan brothers have made quite a lucrative 

business, and sell over three thousand gallons 

of milk per week.

Though Swan Brothers and HLA are small, 

they have quite a fan base. And both compa-

nies don’t even market their milk; they let it 

speak for itself. The only publicity Judy Cal-

vert received was in the starting years of her 

company. A reporter from the Tulsa World 

traveled out to Talala, Oklahoma, and wrote an 

article on the new dairy. That’s when things 

really started picking up, she said. The article 

painted Calvert and her cows in the positive 

light they deserved, calling her dairy quite 

“acclaimed” (Parrish D1). According to the 

article, Calvert has never had to advertise after 

placing one small ad in the local paper. Her 

success is due to her devoted customers (Par-

rish D1).

The Swan Brothers Dairy, Inc.  is in the 

same boat. It has no advertisements except for 

one humble sign on I-44 near Grand Lake. 

Their customers are so loyal, one even created 

the website that led me to them. “We don’t 

even own a computer,” said the saleswoman, 

“some customer decided to do that for us.” 

Both Swan and HLA seem like good dairi-

es—they have safe practices, a small but loyal 

fan base, and quality milk. But they still drown 

in the “sink or swim” world of dairy produc-

tion. 

On the other side, organic milk is certainly 

swimming. As raw milk continues to take the 

“bad rap” for all milk, organic seems to take all 

the profit. The market for organic dairy con-

tinues to be growing. Right now it takes up 3% 

of all milk sold, and is continually increasing. 

In the United States, there are 74,435 certified 

organic cows (Roberts 50). To be an organic 

dairy, the land must be free of pesticide for 

three years. The cows must have been free of 

antibiotics for one year, and the feed must be 

certifiably organic and free of any unnatural 

ingredients (Horizon). The USDA has three 

levels for labeling organic products. Goods 

with completely certified organic ingredients 

are “100% organic,” goods with 95% or more 

certified organic ingredients can be called “or-

ganic,” and products with 70-95% certified 

organic ingredients can be labeled as “made 

with organic ingredients” (Roberts 50).

Horizon Organic is “the largest fresh or-

ganic milk producer” and “is credited with 
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making organic milk available nationally” 

(Burros). In fact, Horizon can be bought at 

most grocery store chains. Horizon gets 80% of 

its milk from 353 family farms. The farmers are 

educated and converted to organic by the Ho-

rizon Organic Producer Education (Horizon). 

These family farms have less than 500 cows 

each and follow eating and grazing habits dic-

tated by Horizon, ensuring that each cow eats 

only organic feed and spends enough time 

outdoors. Horizon actually published its own 

“Standards of Care,” a set of procedures for 

family farms to abide by (Phillips 33).  Horizon 

wants to “be a part of a larger organic commu-

nity that fosters the highest possible standards 

for animal welfare, environmental steward-

ship, and agricultural sustainability” (Phillips 

33). And they seem to be doing it, as they are 

also front-lining a movement to change USDA 

standards from letting cows graze a minimum 

of 45 days to 120 days (Horizon). The other 

20% of milk is split between their 4,000-cow 

Idaho dairy, and their 500-cow Kennedyville, 

Maryland dairy. The Idaho dairy has roughly 

30,000 acres for company cows to graze on. 

Cows from eighty nearby family farms also 

use that land (Horizon). But to Horizon, this 

doesn’t seem “organic-enough,” so they are 

investing money to add more space and split 

the dairy into two. 

Though Horizon is based in Boulder,  Colo-

rado,  it is a nationwide company. I spoke to a 

consumer hotline representative in El Paso, 

Texas. Jeremy didn’t know a lot about the 

company, but he was very courteous and tried 

to help me as best he could. After ten minutes 

on the phone, I had been placed on hold three 

times and learned very little. The only thing he 

could tell me about the manufacturing process 

was that “after it leaves the farm, it goes to one 

of our plants where we process it.” After proc-

essing, Horizon milk is packaged in “earth 

friendly, recyclable opaque cardboard.” He 

then promised to email me the answers to my 

other questions, and swiftly got off the phone. 

A week later,  I received a standard business 

email from Jeremy and Dean Foods, the parent 

company of Horizon Organic. The email: 

“Thank you for your recent telephone call to 

Horizon Organic. We appreciate your interest 

…”

Organic Valley is a nationwide milk pro-

ducer that focuses on localizing product, 

which means it specializes in regional milk. 

Because of this, when consumers go to the 

whole-food stores that sell Organic Valley, they 

know their milk hasn’t spent most of its life on 

the road. There are 1205 farmers at 700 organi-

cally certified farms that supply the company’s 

milk (Horizon). The farmers are part of the 

milk cooperative: Cooperative Regions of Or-

ganic Producer Pools, CROPP. This is in effect 

to “promote[s] regional farming diversity and 

economic stability by the means of organic ag-

ricultural methods and the sale of fortified or-

ganic products” (Organic Valley). This co-op 

has 1205 farmers and 700 organically certified 

farms (Organic Valley). Though the number of 

cows varies by farm, each cow eats the same 

type of feed—a mixture of organic grass, hay 

silage, and grains that are pesticide-free (Or-

ganic Valley). Organic Valley specializes in re-

gional milk and its products never travel too 

far from the cow. I spoke to Kayla, a farm co-

operative helpline representative about the 

travel time and manufacturing. Talking to 

Kayla was completely different than my inter-

view with the Horizon Organic representative. 

Kayla’s office was located at headquarters, and 

all farm and consumer calls come to the small 

town of Le Farge, Wisconsin. Kayla explained 

that all milk is picked up by haulers from the 

area and taken to the closest centrally located 

milk facility in that region. Before unloading, 

the milk is tested for safety and cleanliness. 

After the pasteurization and homogenization 

process, the milk is packaged and put on a re-

frigerated freight truck that transports it to a 
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distribution center. United Natural Foods, 

Kayla said, was one of the larger distribution 

center Organic Valley uses, but other centers 

are also on the list. From that point on, it is the 

retailer’s job to get the milk to their store,  ei-

ther by working directly with the center (for 

larger chains), or going through another re-

tailer (for small stores).  

Horizon Organic and Organic Valley are 

different beasts altogether, which shoes that 

not all organic milk is created equally. Because 

they are national,  they both have a marketing 

staff and a publicity budget. Both companies 

use their web pages, displays, signs, coupons, 

and even their milk cartons to continue adver-

tising their product (Horizon, Organic Valley). 

In fact, both milk cartons contain a pantheon of 

knowledge. Both cartons list what their defini-

tion of organic is, and boast that their milk is 

produced without “antibiotics,  hormones, and 

pesticides.” Both cartons display a pleasant 

representation of their family farms. Horizon 

then goes the more emotional route, detailing 

its farm assistance programs, its organic lead-

ership, and its participation in wind energy 

(Horizon). 

So far, the differences in organic corpora-

tion milk and raw independent milk seem 

purely mechanical. It makes sense that a large 

company would spend more money on mar-

keting and would have drawn-out processes to 

ensure the success of its product. Disregarding 

these differences,  how do the milks stack up 

against each other?

I set up a blind taste testing and had sev-

eral members of my family compare each type 

of milk. To remind my testers what our ordi-

nary milk tastes like, I included Borden Vita-

min D Whole Milk. All testers enjoyed Borden 

because it is what they were used to; it had a 

very smooth and flavorful taste. Both Horizon 

Organic and Organic Valley had a sweeter 

taste than what non-organic milk drinkers 

might be used to. It was described as “melted 

ice-cream,” and seemed to have a creamier and 

higher fat content than the other milks. HLA 

raw milk wasn’t quite as sweet.  Several testers 

described it as blander, denser, and more di-
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luted in taste than any other milk. It was also 

the darkest colored milk, the only one from 

Jersey cows, and wasn’t whitewashed like the 

other samples. According to the testers, the 

Swan raw milk was by far the best-tasting 

milk. They said it tasted almost identical to 

Borden milk and that, even though it wasn’t 

homogenized, it held a smooth texture. 

In reality, the testers couldn’t distinguish 

“normal” from “organic” or “raw.” Each milk 

had its own taste, but wasn’t so different that 

its type could be pinpointed. 

If it is true that all five milks are similar, 

then why spend so much money on the minute 

differences? Regular Borden milk is hitting a 

four-dollar price for a gallon, and is the same 

price as a gallon of HLA raw milk. Swan raw 

milk, the winner of the taste test, was the 

cheapest. It costs three dollars and seventy-five 

cents for a gallon.

Both organic milks are double the price, as 

a half-gallon is around four dollars and fifty 

cents.  That’s quite a price to pay for certified 

organic feed. In fact, organic milk costs so 

much more because companies need to offset 

the price of organic feed, spend extra to weed 

out antibiotic-ridden cows, pay for the certifi-

cation process, and ship their milk greater dis-

tances (Burros).  

If organic milk costs more, then why is it 

rising in popularity? It could be because raw 

milk is distinguished as unclean.  It could also 

be because, in America’s rush to become “puri-

fied,” drinking organic seems healthier. So far, 

it seems like organic and raw milkers are clash-

ing for the “natural” sale. George Siemen, Or-

ganic Valley’s CEO, disagrees. “The whole or-

ganic versus local thing is an absurdity. Most 

locals are organic,” he says. “If you are con-

cerned about the local community you are 

concerned about not having your local farmers 

exposed to chemicals. You are also concerned 

about humane, and fair trade…” (Phillips 35). 

The RAW USA organization, a group who 

created the raw milk guidelines, produced a 

comparison chart between conventional,  or-

ganic, and raw milk. Conventional milk seems 

to be the bad guy because it utilizes artificial 

breeding and pesticides on pastures, is low in 

vitamins, and cheaply furthers the milk econ-

omy (RAW USA). Organic and raw milk both 

seem safer, and more healthful. But raw milk 

seems to be the best choice for animals and 

humans. Cows always have access to pastures, 

live in non-artificial environments, and only 

eat what they might find in nature. Raw milk 

reduces whole-barn pathogen outbreaks, uses 

natural science to keep the milk natural, and 

contains all the vitamins milk was created with 

(RAW USA). Raw milk is cheaper to make, and 

should be cheaper to sell (especially since all 

you have to do it take it from the cow to the 

cup). And kids who drink raw milk are less 

likely to develop lactose intolerance and other 

allergies (Johnson).  Even organic milk can’t 

boast that.

Why isn’t America ready for raw-milk to 

take over the shelves? Americans have a fear of 

the unknown and the uncontrollable. It is 

American fear that keeps us from eating raw 

beef (steak tartare), raw cake batter and drink-

ing raw milk. Everything in American society 

is standardized, and not standardizing milk 

seems heinous. Beef and eggs are regulated by 

the USDA, while raw milk is left to its own 

devices.

Raw-milk would be the best decision for 

the environment, for the animals, and for the 

consumers. But we American’s can’t get over 

the fear of the un-regulated and the un-known. 

Maybe it isn’t the most natural choice we 

crave, but rather the knowledge of what we 

consume, no matter how natural it is.  We want 

to know what the heck we are eating.  People 

are becoming more aware of what they put in 

their bodies. We check ingredients, labels, 

where it came from. Raw milk has an uncon-
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trollable aspect—we can’t see what’s in it, even 

though we can choose the cow it comes from. 

Organic milk fits the bill—we can look up the 

regulations, there are no quality control ques-

tions, and it’s still good for us. Raw milk is an 

enigma, and there is no telling which batch 

could be contaminated. Consumers are then 

left with three choices:  drinking the most natu-

ral, better-for-all-parties-involved, healthful 

milk that has a small chance of carrying a food-

borne illness, or drinking semi-good-for-you-

and-the-environment organic milk. The last 

choice? Sticking with what you know—drink-

ing regular old pasteurized, homogenized, vi-

tamin injected Borden. To this milk drinker, the 

choice is easy.
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