


he 14th Amendment, ratified to the U.S. 

Constitution in 1868 during the period 

known as the First Reconstruction, is en-

shrined in U.S. history as the cornerstone of 

“American civil rights, ensuring due process and 

equal protection under the law to all persons” 

(Ho, Wydra, Ward, et. al. 1). Of equal importance 

to the Equal Protection Clause is the Citizenship 

Clause, which affirms that “‘all persons born or 

naturalized in the United States and subject to the 

jurisdiction thereof are citizens of the United 

States and State wherein they reside.” Despite the 

protections that both Clauses have afforded citi-

zens and non-citizens alike for nearly 150 years, 

the 2009 Birthright Citizenship Act seeks to repeal 

birthright citizenship by amending the Constitu-

tion again, this time not to address the rights of 

formerly enslaved Africans but to advance a bru-

tally anti-immigration policy that threatens one of 

our most deeply cherished and most widely ad-

mired principles: the equal rights of all persons 

under the law. 

The birthright language in the Citizenship 

Clause of the 14th Amendment reversed the Su-

preme Court’s decision in the 1857 Dred Scott case, 

“which held that persons of African descent could 

never become U.S. citizens” (Van Hook 1). In fact, 
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the Union states fought the Civil War at least in 

part to repudiate the Dred Scott v Sandford deci-

sion and to “secure, in the Constitution, citizen-

ship for all persons born on U.S. soil regardless of 

race, color, or ancestry” (Ho, Wydra, Ward, et. al. 

16). Following the period known as Reconstruc-

tion (1865-1877), the white elite regained power 

in the South and attacked minority groups—

mostly African Americans—by enacting state and 

local Jim Crow laws that  mandated de jure racial 

segregation in public institutions and facilities, 

creating extraordinary economic and social dis-

advantages for African American citizens. These 

“separate but equal” laws were declared consti-

tutional in the 1896 Supreme Court case of Plessy 

v Fergusson. But Justice John Marshall Harlan’s 

dissenting opinion that “there is no caste in the 

United States” held sway with the American 

people throughout the period historians call the 

Second Reconstruction, the mass movement that 
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erupted following World War II to eliminate seg-

regation and discrimination, a period popularly 

known as the Civil Rights Era.

The beginning of the Second Reconstruction 

was marked by the Supreme Court decision in 

Brown vs. Board of Education (1954), which ruled 

that the separate but equal doctrine was unconsti-

tutional and violated the Equal Protection Clause 

of the 14th Amendment. In “The Immigrant as 

Pariah,” legal theorist Owen Fiss explains that the 

Second Reconstruction introduced two funda-

mental principles regarding the interpretation of 

the Equal Protection Clause: the “antidiscrimina-

tion principle” and the “antisubjugation princi-

ple” (4). The “antidiscrimination principle” re-

gards the Equal Protection Clause as a limitation 

on the government’s power to classify or segre-

gate individuals, as by Jim Crow laws. The “anti-

subjugation principle” regards the Equal Protec-

tion Clause as a prohibition on laws that “per-

petuate” the subordinated status of disadvan-

taged groups (Fiss 5). Fiss explains that in re-

sponse to the problems of “social stratification” 

associated with racial caste structures, the 1982 

decision in Plyler v Doe prohibited the states from 

turning unauthorized immigrants and their chil-

dren into an outcast “subclass of illiterates,” or to 

use Fiss’s term, “pariahs” (5). In his response to 

Fiss’s essay, “A Third Reconstruction?” Rogers. 

M. Smith identifies Congress’s passage of the 

1996 Welfare Reform Act as the end of the Second 

Reconstruction because it imposes caste on immi-

grants (3). However, as recently as 1998, neither 

immigration theorist expected that passage of a 

revisionist citizenship policy could threaten the 

“antisubjugation principle,” or more importantly, 

become a further reason to call for a Third Recon-

struction.

Despite the clear intent of the First and Sec-

ond Reconstruction to protect U.S. citizenship 

based on birthplace and guaranteed civil rights, 

hard-line restrictionists are today attacking the 

14th Amendment’s Citizenship Clause, arguing 

that it has been interpreted to give undeserved 

citizenship to the children of unauthorized immi-

grants. Restrictionists classify the U.S-born chil-

dren of undocumented immigrants by the deroga-

tory term, “anchor babies.” The term refers to the 

possibility that when these children turn 21 years 

old, their citizenship will provide “anchors” for 

their parents to claim legal U.S. residency. Due to 

increasing frustration over the purported “twelve 

million” illegal immigrants in America (e.g., see 

Ohlemacher), “anchor babies” have become a tar-

geted group for restrictionists, who attribute 

America’s economic and homeland security prob-

lems to current immigration policies. They offered 

a solution to the nation’s illegal immigration 

problem by proposing the Birthright Citizenship 

Act of 2009, which would end birthright benefits 

to the children of undocumented immigrants and 

become “a means of reducing illegal immigra-

tion” (Van Hook 1). The movement against birth-

right citizenship has split current Congressional 

debate between immigration activists, who de-

nounce the creation of a “pariah” group, and anti-

immigration activists, who denounce birthright 

citizenship for encouraging unauthorized immi-

gration and delaying economic growth.

While Congress debates, law scholars are 

most concerned about the “meaning and intent of 

the 14th Amendment’s Citizenship Clause, and, in 

particular, whether the US-born children of non-

citizen immigrants are ‘subject to the jurisdiction’ 

of the United States” (Van Hook 1). For these 

scholars, the 2009 proposal to repeal or modify the 

Birthright Citizenship Clause raises questions 

about constitutional interpretation and fears 

about the reconstruction of “legally inferior” mi-

nority groups. In keeping with Fiss’s structural 

approach to the 14th Amendment, Jennifer Van 

Hook of the Migration Policy Institute notes that 

it is important to acknowledge the potential crea-

tion of a future U.S.-born “self-perpetuating class 

of unauthorized immigrants” (8). She argues that 

repealing the 14th Amendment’s Citizenship 

Clause would create ambiguous citizenship ter-

minology that would reverse social progress by 

2

Brainstorm v. III (2011)



creating a social structure that perpetuates the 

subjugation of the U.S.-born children of unau-

thorized immigrants. Moreover, Van Hook asserts 

that immigration policy that relies on denying 

citizenship to persons of “illegal descent” will fail 

to resolve our current immigration problems.

There are three basic principles by which citi-

zenship has been defined in the United States: 

citizenship by descent (jus sanguinis), citizenship 

by birth within a territory (jus soli), and citizen-

ship by naturalization. Under the jus sanguinis 

principle “the citizenship of the child’s parents 

determines whether or not the child is a citizen” 

(Ho, Wydra, Ward, et. al. 4). The jus soli principle 

affirms that “any person within the country’s ter-

ritory is a citizen, regardless the citizenship of the 

parents” (Ibid.), with the exception of children 

born to foreign diplomats. Hence, the U.S.-born 

children of unauthorized immigrants are exempt 

from the naturalization process by which “U.S. 

citizenship is granted to a foreign citizen or na-

tional after he or she fulfills the requirements es-

tablished by Congress and the Immigration and 

Nationality Act” (“Citizenship”). 

Anti-immigration activists argue that the cur-

rent naturalization process “self-defeats” the legal 

system by allowing U.S.-born children to sponsor 

their undocumented parents for permanent resi-

dent status, thereby “anchoring” their parents in 

U.S. citizenship (Graglia 3). Restrictionist law 

scholar Lino Graglia claimed in 2009 that the 

birthright citizenship of “anchor children” pro-

vides “the greatest possible inducement to illegal 

entry” (4). Critics of birthright citizenship also 

charge that the unauthorized alien parents of a 

U.S.-born child are “less likely” to “remain sub-

ject to deportation, as it would deprive the child 

of the benefits of his or her American citizenship” 

(Graglia 3). In other words, anti-immigration ac-

tivists regard birthright citizenship as a perverse 

incentive that rewards illegal entry by providing 

easy access to citizenship and anti-deportation 

benefits. 

Unfortunately, U.S. Citizen and Immigration 

Services (USCIS) oversee naturalization laws that 

are extremely complex with respect to derivate 

citizenship and generally limited in their applica-

tion to undocumented immigrants. In fact, ac-

cording to the American Civil Liberties Union 

(ACLU), as of  January 2008 most immigrants are 

ineligible apply for citizenship until they have 

resided in the U.S. with a lawful permanent resi-

dent status for five years, passed background 

checks, shown that they have paid their taxes, 

displayed “good moral character” and “knowl-

edge of U.S. history and civics,” and demon-

strated the ability “to understand, speak, and 

write English” (“Immigration” 3). Furthermore, 

even when a so-called “anchor child” turns 21 

years old, he still cannot sponsor his parents 

without proof of “enough income to support the 

parent(s) and himself [sic] at no less than 125% of 

the poverty level” (Scott 1). Add the weight of 

costly fines to these rules, and the naturalization 

process becomes a discouraging, unattainable 

option for most immigrants. But the assumption 

that having a baby constitutes automatic impu-

nity from deportation laws for undocumented 

parents is a half-truth. The U.S. gives deportation 

pardons to only 4,000 illegal immigrants each 

year, a disproportionately small number com-

pared with the estimated 340,000 non-citizen off-

spring born in the U.S. each year (Passel and Tay-

lor 1). It’s the high number of their offspring that 

gives anti-immigration activists an opportunity to 

scapegoat “anchor children” for demands on wel-

fare aid that they are constitutionally entitled to 

under the 14th Amendment.

Conservative state legislatures are deter-

mined to address the country’s economic debt—

arguably accrued from paying for two wars for 

almost two decades—by limiting welfare for “an-

chor babies.” Protected by the due process clause 

of the 14th Amendment, the children of unauthor-

ized immigrants instantly qualify to receive wel-

fare aid. Yet, Madeliene Cosman, a restrictionist 

and medical attorney at the City University of 
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New York, implies in an article entitled “Illegal 

Aliens and American Medicine” (2005) that unau-

thorized immigrant parents abuse the generosity 

of welfare aid that the U.S. gives their children. In 

describing an undocumented family, the Silverios 

of Stockton, California, she writes:

Anchor babies are valuable. A disabled an-

chor baby is more valuable than a healthy 

one. The two Silverio anchor babies generate 

$1,000 per month in public welfare funding. 

Flor gets $600 per month for asthma. Healthy 

Christian gets $400. Cristobal and Felipa last 

year earned $18,000 picking fruit. Flor and 

Cristian were paid $12,000 for being anchor 

babies. This illegal alien family income tops 

$30,000.” (Cosman 7)

Anti-immigration activists such as Cosman insist 

that unauthorized immigrant parents exploit 

their U.S.-born children’s citizenship to drain U.S.  

social services. Cosman directs most of her argu-

ment against giving welfare aid to such children; 

however, according to a 1997 report from the Na-

tional Research Council (NRC) of the National 

Academy of Sciences, “immigrants generate pub-

lic revenue that exceeds their public costs over 

time—approximately $80,000 more in taxes than 

they receive in federal and local benefits over 

their lifetimes’” (“Immigration” 3). Furthermore, 

since passage of the 1996 Federal Welfare Reform 

Act, undocumented immigrant families with low 

income have been ineligible to receive payments 

from federally funded public benefit programs. 

Cosman’s claim that unauthorized immigrants 

create a negative impact on our economy by 

abusing public benefits may have some validity, 

but her suggestion that undocumented immi-

grant parents purposely seek to benefit from their 

children’s sickness or disability is callous at best, 

and potentially catastrophic for such families if 

taken seriously by lawmakers. 

In response to the high cost of welfare bene-

fits owed to U.S.-born children of undocumented 

parents, Cosman proposes “rescinding American 

citizenship and its generous social and medical 

benefits on babies born to criminals” (9). She 

claims that undocumented immigrants are “ille-

gal” people, “criminals” who come here to pursue 

the American dream, when in fact they are disal-

lowed from receiving federally-funded social 

benefits. Cosman tells us that the Silverio family, 

which also includes three other undocumented 

children, are “hard-laboring fruit pickers with 

family values” (7), people “with strong backs” 

who work hard in undesirable jobs that pay low 

wages (2), but her main point is that undocu-

mented immigrants pose a dangerous “threat to 

American medicine” by bringing contagious dis-

eases. These children of the underclass identify 

America as their homeland, but they have become 

pariahs due to their illegal condition. But we have 

the right to expect thoughtful constitutional 

scholars—Cosman is a Ph.D. medievalist—to un-

derstand that classifying so-called “anchor ba-

bies” as a separate citizen group for whatever real 

or imagined reason is a gross violation of the “an-

tidiscrimination principle” that underlies the Citi-

zenship Clause. Anti-immigration activists may 

believe that denying social welfare and health 

benefits will deter unauthorized immigrants from 

coming to the U.S., but having children born on 

U.S. soil is by no means the main incentive for 

people to leave their homes to immigrate here.

Journalist Louis Jacobson, in his discussion of 

the primary motivations people have for migrat-

ing to America, cites Princeton University Soci-

ologist Douglas Massey’s report based on numer-

ous interviews with legal and illegal immigrants:

No one ever mentioned having kids in the 

U.S.…. I’ve been surveying Mexican immi-

grants to the U.S. for 30 years as part of the 

Mexican Migration Project…. We do ask 

about their migratory behavior, which we link 

to social and economic conditions on both 

sides of the border. What our work shows is 

that migrants come in response to the labor 

demand in the U.S. and are motivated by eco-

nomic problems at home. (3)
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According to Jacobson, unauthorized immigra-

tion—especially from Mexico, Central America, 

and South America—fluctuates with the avail-

ability of low-wage employment in the U.S. Peo-

ple migrate to work, usually in industries like 

agriculture that fail to attract native-born citizen 

workers in sufficient numbers because they offer 

low wages, poor working conditions, and few or 

none or of the social and economic benefits that 

most Americans feel entitled to receive from their 

jobs. Authorized immigrants are granted visas to 

work temporary skilled jobs, giving them the op-

portunity to stay in the U.S. legally or to go back 

to their motherlands. We can reduce economic 

immigration only when and if unemployed citi-

zens step up to take the essential jobs that un-

documented workers are now doing; until then, it 

is unfair to assume that undocumented immigra-

tion is slowing job recovery. We already impose 

distinctly different limitations on job opportuni-

ties for legal and non-legal immigrants—and so, 

on their chances for social mobility and economic 

class—in current immigration policy. But rather 

than face these incontrovertible facts, a growing 

number of anti-immigration activists working 

outside and within Congress insist that a signifi-

cant number of persons entering the U.S. without 

legal sanctions do so to “drop and leave” with 

their U.S. born babies.

But the charge that unauthorized immigrants 

“drop and leave” their children has been fabri-

cated by conservatives in the Republican Party to 

justify repealing citizenship granted by the just 

soli rule. In fact, legal immigrants with tourist 

visas are the people who “drop and leave” with 

their citizen “baby tourists.” In a 2010 interview 

with Fox News, a co-sponsor of the Birthright 

Citizenship Act of 2009, Republican Senator from 

South Carolina Lindsey Graham, argued:

I would like to deal with the 12 million [“ille-

gal immigrants”] firmly and fairly…. People 

come here to have babies. They come here to 

drop a child. It’s called ‘drop and leave.’ To 

have a child in America, they cross the bor-

der, they go to the emergency room, have a 

child, and that child’s automatically an 

American citizen. That attracts people here 

for all the wrong reasons. (Jacobson 1)

Graham, who is pressing hard to repeal birthright 

citizenship, completely misconstrues the issue. 

Instead of making a cause celebre out of “anchor 

babies,” Graham should have acknowledged the 

corrupting business of “birth tourism,” which 

involves legal immigrants or tourists with visas 

who travel to “baby care centers” that charge 

“more than $14,000 for tourists to give birth in the 

U.S. so their children would be citizens” (Khimm 

1). Once the child “drops,” the tourist mothers 

“leave” with their U.S.-citizen babies. U.S.-born 

“baby tourists” have little in common with the 

U.S.-born children of unauthorized immigrants 

who are the primary targets of restrictionist poli-

ticians like Graham. 

In July 2010, Washington Post staff writer 

Keith Richburg reported that “most parents who 

come to the U.S. through birth tourism say they 

do not intend to live in the United States them-

selves” (2). Rather, they pay large amounts of 

money to give their children the opportunity of a 

future in the United States later in life. By con-

trast, unauthorized immigrant parents’ pariah 

status assures they can’t pay high fees, and it may 

either stop them from departing the country or 

set them up to find themselves detained for de-

portation. Undocumented immigrants’ offspring 

usually become actively engaged members of 

American society who identify with American 

culture and participate in its political and social 

institutions (Jacobson 3). In comparison, “tourist 

babies” born in America immediately return to 

their parents’ home country. These U.S.-born ba-

bies (“baby tourists”) grow up to identity with the 

cultures of foreign nations and adopt different 

social and political principles, yet, as adults, they 

are permitted by the U.S. Constitution to return 

and receive U.S. citizenship entitlements. But the 

irony of this state of affairs is lost on anti-

immigration activists, who have demonstrated no 
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interest in terminating the citizenship incentive of 

“birth tourism.” The Birthright Citizenship Act of 

2009, introduced by Georgia Republican Repre-

sentative Nathan Deal (elected Governor in 2010),  

would grant citizenship to U.S.-born children 

only if one of the parents is, (1) a citizen of the 

United Sates, (2) an “alien” with permanent (le-

gal) residence status in the United States, or (3) an 

“alien” active in the armed forces (Huhn 3). Con-

ceived in these terms, the proposed Act would 

eliminate citizenship rights for the children of 

undocumented immigrants, but leave the legality 

of “birth tourism” intact.

Since the days of the First Reconstruction, 

citizenship in the U.S. has been determined under 

jus soli rule, or birth within a U.S. territory. The 

legislation proposed by the Republicans would 

determine birth under the jus sanguinis rule—

birth by descent. The effect of the jus sanguinis 

doctrine, as in grandfather clauses that restricted 

African Americans from exercising their voting 

rights, would be to restrict citizenship rights and 

create “pariah groups.” In fact, to revoke jus soli 

citizenship based on the status of a child’s ances-

try is absolutely contrary to the spirit and pur-

pose of the Citizenship Clause and subverts the 

authority of the 14th Amendment. The ultimate 

intent of the 14th Amendment, as phrased by the 

framers of the Reconstruction, is to grant citizen-

ship to “all [persons] born in the United States … 

and subject to its jurisdiction.” 

Constitutional scholars disagree in their in-

terpretation of the Birthright Citizenship Clause 

and some question whether the ambiguous 

phrase “subject to the jurisdiction thereof” ap-

plies to U.S.-born children of unauthorized im-

migrants. In his defense of repealing birthright 

citizenship, Lino Graglia of the School of Law at 

the University of Texas at Austin claims that the 

Citizenship Clause is commonly understood to 

automatically grant citizenship to undocumented 

immigrants’ children. But James Ho, a constitu-

tional scholar and former Solicitor General of 

Texas, notes that to be “subject to the jurisdiction” 

of the U.S. is simply to be subject to the authority 

of the U.S. government” (8). Moreover, scholars 

disagree about the derivation of the Citizenship 

Clause. Graglia argues that it derives from the 

1866 Civil Rights Act, proposed by Republican 

Senator Lyman Trumbull of Illinois, which states 

that “‘All persons born in the United States and 

not subject to any foreign power are hereby de-

clared to be citizens of the United States” (7). Gra-

glia explains that “the phrase ‘not subject to any 

foreign power’ seems clearly to exclude children 

of resident aliens, legal as well as illegal; therefore 

the Citizenship Clause, also written by Trumbull, 

changed the phrase ‘and subject to the jurisdiction 

thereof,’ but there is no indication of intent to 

change the original meaning” (7). 

Conversely, James Ho claims that “propo-

nents and opponents of birthright citizenship con-

sistently interpreted the Civil Rights Act just as 

they did the Fourteenth Amendment, to cover the 

children of aliens” (10). To support his argument, 

Ho notes that “in one exchange Republican Sena-

tor Cowan asked, ‘whether the act will not have 

the effect of naturalizing the children of Chinese 

and Gypsies born in this country?’ Trumbull re-

plied, ‘Undoubtedly, the child of an Asiatic is just 

as much a citizen as the child of a European’” (11). 

Ho’s evidence of original intent confirms that the 

Citizenship Clause applies to the children of im-

migrants. However, Ho and his colleagues agree 

with Graglia that the writers of the Citizenship 

Clause may not have considered extending birth-

right citizenship specifically to the children of un-

documented aliens, since “Congress did not gen-

erally restrict migration until well after the adop-

tion of the Fourteenth Amendment” (Ho, Wydra, 

Ward, et. al. 12). As it is worded, the Citizenship 

Clause may not positively affirm that birthright 

citizenship applies to the children of unauthor-

ized immigrants, but its intent regarding non-

legal and legal immigration has been subse-

quently reinforced by judicial precedent. 

In order to reinforce the jus soli rule in the 

Citizenship Clause, the Supreme Court in United 
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Sates v Wong Kim Ark (1898) “affirmed that the 

14th Amendment applied to children born in the 

United States of non-citizen parents” (Van Hook 

1). Wong Kim Ark was born in the United Sates, 

but his parents were citizens of China. In 1882, 

the U.S. Congress enacted the first of the Chinese 

Exclusion Acts, which prohibited persons of the 

Chinese ethnicity from coming into the United 

States or becoming naturalized U.S. citizens; 

therefore, Ark’s parents were forced to return to 

China and were not eligible to become citizens 

under federal law. After traveling to China for a 

short visit, “the government attempted to prevent 

Wong Kim Ark from returning to the United 

States, and Ark appealed to the Supreme Court, 

claiming that under the 14th Amendment he was 

a citizen of the United States” (Huhn 1). But the 

U.S. government argued that he was not a citizen, 

“notwithstanding his U.S. birth, through an ag-

gressive reading of the Chinese Exclusion Acts” 

(Ho, Wydra, Ward, et. al. 12). The Supreme Court 

decided in favor of Ark, ruling that “The Four-

teenth Amendment affirms the ancient funda-

mental rule of citizenship by birth within the ter-

ritory, in the allegiance and under the protection 

of the country, including all children here born of 

resident aliens…” (Ibid.). The Supreme Court’s 

decision defined the jus soli principle as the de-

terminant of U.S. citizenship. Yet today’s anti-

immigration activists argue that Wong Kim Ark 

did “not authoritatively settle the question of 

birthright citizenship for children of illegal’ resi-

dent aliens” because Wong’s parents were legal 

residents of the United States at the time of his 

birth (Graglia 10). 

Any notion that Won Kim Ark did not explic-

itly apply to children of non-citizens was laid to 

rest, however, in 1982 in Plyler v Doe. In a famous 

five-to-four decision, Justice William J. Brennan 

ruled that “no state shall deny to any person 

within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the 

laws.” The Supreme Court held that Texas cannot 

deny public education to undocumented children 

because “illegal aliens are ‘subject to the jurisdic-

tion’ of the U.S., no less than legal aliens and U.S. 

citizens (Ho, Wydra, Ward, et. al. 13). In writing 

for the majority, Justice Brennan explained, that 

according to the Wong Kim Ark ruling, the 14th 

Amendment’s phrases “subject to the jurisdiction 

thereof” and “within its jurisdiction” are essen-

tially equivalent, and that both refer to physical 

presence; hence, undocumented immigrants re-

siding in the U.S. are “within the jurisdiction” of 

the Equal Protection Clause. In his conclusion, 

Brennan “invoked the Court’s analysis in Wong 

Kim Ark noting that ‘no plausible distinction with 

respect of the Fourteenth Amendment applies to 

aliens who, after their illegal entry into this coun-

try, are indeed physically ‘within the jurisdiction’ 

of a state’” (ibid.). The decision in Plyler v Doe 

verifies that if the Birthright Citizenship Act of 

2009 were enacted by Congress, the Supreme 

Court would have to abide by the law and declare 

the Act unconstitutional. It would, in other 

words, necessarily acknowledge that repealing 

birthright citizenship by tampering with the 14th 

Amendment would grievously wound America’s 

principle of equal rights under the law, and con-

stitute an insult not only to the socially progres-

sively accomplishments of First, but also to the 

Second, Reconstruction. This proposed policy 
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would not reduce current illegal immigration, but 

it would violate the “antisubjugation principle” 

by establishing a “self-perpetuating” underclass 

of U.S.-born children without citizenship.

While proponents of the 2009 Birthright Citi-

zenship Act believe that ending birthright citizen-

ship will effectively stop unauthorized immigra-

tion, a 2010 demographic report from the Migra-

tion Policy Institute led by Jennifer Van Hook 

shows that the passage of the 2009 Birthright 

Citizenship Act would actually increase the 

population of unauthorized immigrants living in 

the United States from “11 million today to 16 

million in 2050” (1), “based on the assumption 

that unauthorized immigrants will continue to 

behave as they do now; they and their descen-

dants will continue to have children and die at 

the same rates as they do today” (7). That MPI 

report projects that by “2050 there would be 4.7 

million unauthorized immigrants who had been 

born in the United States, 1 million of whom 

would have two US-born parents (Van Hook 1).  

In other words, the passage of the 2009 Birthright 

Citizenship Act would create what Owen Fiss 

calls a “pariah class” of U.S.-born unauthorized 

immigrants “who would be excluded from social 

membership for generations” (Van Hook 8).  Eric 

K. Ward of Chicago’s Center for New Community 

predicts the social outcome of destabilizing 

American citizenship by sanctioning a prolifera-

tion of pariahs:

The result would be a class of stateless peo-

ples—those with no legal U.S. residency or 

hope of legal residency, yet with no real ties 

to any other nation. Such people would be 

forced to work in underground economies 

and live in unstable, clandestine conditions, a 

situation that encourages crime and discour-

ages becoming part of the broader American 

culture. (28)

Further, the institution of hereditary disadvan-

tage based on the non-legal status of one’s ances-

tors “would be unprecedented in US laws” (Hook 

8). The creation of an unauthorized class of US-

born pariahs would violate judicial precedent fol-

lowed since the Second Reconstruction, reject the 

legal tradition of the Equal Protection Clause, and 

encourage (further) segregation among other 

U.S.-born social groups; it could, in fact, result in 

the creation of an explicitly racist, nativist Ameri-

can society that threatens minority rights and re-

verses social progress by creating multiple pariah 

groups. Such a fractured society would constitute 

a threat to the original intent of the Constitution 

by withdrawing its protection of the inalienable 

rights that the founding fathers so deeply empha-

sized. At best, the social stratification of U.S.-born 

persons would inevitably call for a Third Recon-

struction. 

Fiss concludes his article, “A Third Recon-

struction?” by saying that it is our task “to ad-

dress the great issues of the day and discover and 

then explain what justice requires” (3). In answer 

to his call, I have here outlined the history and 

anticipated the consequences of legislating citi-

zenship policy based on the “illegal descent” of 

one’s ancestors. The available evidence leads to 

the conclusion that not only would such a policy 

fail to deter economic immigration while continu-

ing to encourage “birth tourism,” but it would 

create a civil rights catastrophe of the first order. 

If Congress wishes to answer Fiss’s call and 

usher in the Third Reconstruction, they should 

simply enact the 2009 Birthright Citizenship Act 

and try to enforce it. The Supreme Court could 

then challenge it, inevitably declaring it unconsti-

tutional after judicial review. If it is still disposed 

toward creating an outcast caste of Americans, 

Congress could then attempt to rewrite the law to 

conform to the Court’s interpretation of the Con-

stitution; or, its conservative members could start 

working with the states to amend the Constitu-

tion. Amending the Constitution requires a two-

thirds majority vote in both Houses of Congress to 

propose the amendment, then ratification by 

three-fourths of the State legislatures to make it 

law, all of which is a long, difficult process, espe-

cially when it does not enjoy bipartisan support. 
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Ironically, the “drop and leave” myth generated 

by restrictionists could become their tragic down-

fall if they proceed with their attempt to alter the 

citizenship guidelines established by the Consti-

tution. If restrictionists succeed in turning the 

2009 Birthright Citizenship Act into the law of the 

land, we must ask how the Supreme Court will 

react when the children of tourists and of tempo-

rary legal immigrants are denied birthright citi-

zenship. Will the Court’s decision support the 

kind of regressive judicial decision represented 

by Dred Scott, or the progressive judicial decision 

in Won Kim Ark? Justice requires that we—citi-

zens, State legislatures, Congress, and Supreme 

Court—refuse immigration policies that threaten 

to destabilize U.S. citizenship on regressive and 

unconstitutional terms.
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heir bright yellow skin and curved figures 

catch the attention of a grocery shopper. 

He slows his pace and then stops alto-

gether to examine the delightful, blemish-free 

fruits.  He scrutinizes them, eventually grabs three 

or four to put in his grocery cart, and heads to the 

checkout counter.  Content with his purchase, the 

man begins to brainstorm ways to use the ba-

nanas. Maybe he will use them to make a peanut 

butter and banana sandwich for his daughter or 

some banana nut muffins to bring to work. What-

ever he chooses to do, the bananas will be grate-

fully devoured in one form or another. In the 

United States, the banana is cherished by all, 

young and old. In fact, bananas are one of the 

most commonly eaten fruits around the world. 

The versatility of the banana—more specifically 

the popular Cavendish banana—makes it safe for 

anyone to eat them mashed, cooked, or raw. In 

her book, Bananas: An American History,  Virginia 

Jenkins explores how the banana has made its 

way through almost every American social class. 

She notes that “bananas have been food for slaves, 

an exotic luxury for the … wealthy, a middle-class 

luxury,  and a poor man’s food, traveling a com-

plete circle” (142). Jenkins points out that by 

weaving itself into these different social classes, 

the banana has even seeped into the world of 

popular culture. We all know the old myth that 

slipping on a banana peel is dangerous, often in-

dicating a joke about unavoidable accidents or 

T
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just pure bad luck,  and we quickly recognize 

Chiquita Banana and her catchy theme song 

(Jenkins xiii). Bananas have the power to evoke 

nostalgic,  humorous, and even erotic emotions 

and thoughts.

We have gone bananas for bananas, but at 

what cost? Many people do not think about the 

fact that the bananas sitting on their kitchen ta-

bles were grown thousands of miles away in 

Latin America or the Caribbean, harvested while 

still green, and shipped to the United States by 

multinational companies like Dole, Del Monte, 

and Chiquita to make them available to consum-

ers at their local grocery stores year round. In 

fact, bananas were originally considered ex-

tremely exotic because they were grown in Cen-

tral America and the Caribbean. The popularity 

and availability of the banana has made it lose 

some of its identity as a tropical fruit, even 

though it depends on tropical climates to thrive. 

We see this perfect fruit in grocery stores, but 

rarely look into how it actually got there. How 

does our appetite for bananas in the United States 

affect the countries that produce them? 

To understand bananas, we must become 

aware of the effects our consumption of them has 

on banana-producing countries. By doing so, we 

Longshoremen unload a shipment of bananas from a steam-
ship New York’s East River, July 1937.



will find that the innocent banana is mainly pro-

duced by a small group of fruit companies and 

corporate interests who have gained control of 

the globalized banana trade. The near-monopoly 

power these companies have over production has 

created strongly negative effects on the countries 

that produce bananas. Bananas have great nutri-

tional benefits and are versatile ingredients for 

cooking and baking, but the negative effects of 

banana production outweigh the benefits we, as 

consumers, gain from eating them.

Originally grown in parts of Southeast Asia 

in as early as 1000 B.C., the banana eventually 

made its way to the United States in the 19th cen-

tury. At that time, the banana of choice was the 

Gros Michel or “Big Mike” because it was large 

and easy to ship. It was viewed as an exotic fruit, 

and thus a luxurious one for Americans to pur-

chase. As bananas became cheaper and more 

common, the general public began to buy more of 

them. Today, bananas are one of the most inex-

pensive fruits available, with millions of Ameri-

cans buying and eating them every day. By the 

1920s, bananas were not a luxury fruit anymore, 

but a common one.  Many domestic fruit compa-

nies realized the potential profits from banana 

production and attempted to harvest bananas in 

the southern parts of Florida in order to compete 

with companies in Central and Latin America. 

Several factors contributed to the failure of their 

endeavor to grow bananas in the United States. 

Jenkins explains that “the reality of the climate 

and the price of land and labor combined to make 

U.S.-grown bananas uncompetitive with those 

imported from Central America” (8). So, Ameri-

can fruit companies began to invest their money 

in the banana-producing countries of the Carib-

bean and Latin America.

Banana Wars: Power Production and History in 

the Americas is a collection of writings detailing 

the control large American banana-producing 

industries have over the banana trade in Central 

and South America. In it,  editors Steve Striffler 

and Mark Moberg analyze how foreign compa-

nies gained control of local banana-producing 

companies in Central America and how those 

companies drove out smaller independent grow-

ers. With the growing demand for bananas in the 

United States, American fruit companies “could 

no longer depend on local producers for the ma-

jority of their exports and began to establish ba-

nana plantations of their own” (Moberg and Strif-

fler 10). Direct production in Central and South 

America allowed these companies to control 

nearly all aspects of production, including trans-

portation, communication, land distribution, and 

labor. Because of the deadly Sigatoka and Panama 

diseases that affected (and still affect) bananas, 

American fruit companies purchased large quan-

tities of land to allow for relocation and ensure 

continuous banana production. Smaller producers 

did not have the sufficient resources required for 

such expansive production, and therefore they 

could not successfully compete with the large 

American industries.  The inability of local banana 

producers to compete with American fruit indus-

tries would later hurt local economies in Central 

and South America.

In 1899, the United Fruit Company (now 

Chiquita Brands International), emerged as the 

world’s largest producer of Cavendish bananas. 

Within the first decade of its existence, the United 

Fruit Company acquired vast holdings in “many 

fruit-producing regions of Central and South 

America, systematically acquiring or destroying 

competitors in all its areas of operation” (Moberg 

and Striffler 10). United Fruit met its match in 

1924 with the reorganization of the Standard Fruit 

Company, known today as Dole Food Co. In the 

decades before World War II,  both United Fruit 

and Standard Fruit purchased strongholds in 

Honduras, Nicaragua, Jamaica,  and several other 

countries (Moberg and Striffler 13). Jenkins notes 

that “in 1930 United Fruit owned 63 percent of the 

103 billion bunches of bananas imported” to the 

United States (20).  As non-local banana compa-

nies gained control over the banana-growing re-

gions of Latin America, Central America, and the 

Caribbean, local and small-scale growers could 
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not keep up with American demand and were 

almost completely driven out of competition.

Along with Del Monte, based in San Fran-

cisco, these companies have today become so 

large and vertically integrated that it is nearly 

impossible for smaller companies to market their 

bananas. According to Banana Link, an organiza-

tion campaigning for a fair and sustainable ba-

nana trade, five companies currently control 

nearly 90 percent of internationally traded ba-

nanas: Dole Food Co., Chiquita Brands Interna-

tional, Fresh Del Monte Produce, Exportadora 

Bananera Noboa, and Fyffes. Dole and Chiquita 

have been competing with each other for over 80 

years,  and both are still leading traders of ba-

nanas, “each [accounting] for just over a quarter 

of all bananas traded internationally” (Banana 

Link). Vertical integration has given these com-

panies dominance in the banana trade because, as 

the activists at the Banana Link website explain, it 

“means they own or contract plantations, own 

sea transport and ripening facilities, and have 

their own distribution networks in consuming 

countries.” While supporters of vertical integra-

tion might point out that it allows companies to 

have better oversight of their products,  letting 

them know exactly what is going on in all aspects 

of production, the enormous capital investment it 

requires has minimized competition in the field 

by forcing non-integrated producers to either sell 

to the large, integrated producers or fail.

Countries that harvest bananas have become 

extremely dependent on the successful produc-

tion and distribution of the fruit to sustain their 

populations’ livelihoods. Journalist Ed Hamer 

uncovers the reality behind the banana trade in 

his article in The Ecologist magazine, “Bananas: 

From Plantation to Plate” (2008). Hamer argues 

that “Due to the early success of the banana 

trade, many small nation-states were monopo-

lized by plantation economies, resulting in the 

decline of secondary industries and services” 

(25). Because banana production requires large 

amounts of land, secondary businesses were of-

ten pushed out to give fruit companies more land 

for production. By depending solely on the ba-

nana trade to provide income, these nation-states 

were left with weak economies when the giant 

banana companies decided to relocate their mas-

sive infrastructure to countries with richer land, a 

more reliable climate, or cheaper labor. In fact, the 

people in banana-producing countries never truly 

benefited economically from the companies they 

were working for. In the 1920s, when the United 

Fruit Company expanded its business to Central 

America and the Caribbean, much of the profit 

from banana production went directly to the 

company. Instead of building their country’s 

economy from within by purchasing local goods 

and supplies, “banana workers spent their wages 

in company stores.” This benefited the company 

itself but left the host country with an unstable 

infrastructure (Jenkins 19).  In reality, only gov-

ernments and the fruit companies benefited from 

banana production. The term “banana republics” 

was coined to describe the enormous influence 

fruit companies had over the economy and gov-

ernment of banana-producing nations. “Banana 

republics” like Guatemala and Honduras did not 

have control over their own government or eco-

nomic security. If and when banana companies 

decided to leave a country, that country’s econ-

omy would have to start over and find new 

means of financial stability.

While these large corporations profited from 

the sale and distribution of bananas on a global 

scale, the laborers working for them suffered in 

silence. When an American company decided to 

grow bananas in Central America or the Carib-

bean, the work required to create suitable banana-

growing land was tremendous. Companies had to 

“import a labor force, construct company towns, 

provide stores, hospitals, and schools, construct 

telegraph and telephone systems, and generally 

build the entire infrastructure for a modern com-

munity” (Jenkins 18). Such work not only 

changed the environment of the country, but also 

changed how native peoples traditionally earned 

a living. Instead of creating or maintaining their 

own businesses, native people and even imported 
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workers were hired to do unfamiliar work for 

companies whose owners they had never met, 

but who now controlled their land. When and if 

these companies decided to leave banana-

growing areas, laborers who depended on banana 

production as their sole means of income became 

displaced and had no choice but to migrate with 

the fruit company or else find a new line of work.

Workers not only risked their employment 

but also their health through banana labor. As 

United Fruit and Standard Fruit gained power 

over banana-producing countries and the global 

banana market, their laborers risked contracting 

malaria and getting bitten by the barba amarilla, a 

venomous snake whose bite can result in “tempo-

rary blindness, bleeding, paralysis, and, if un-

treated, death” (Soluri 141). Laborers also per-

form strenuous tasks such as lifting heavy banana 

stalks, washing hundreds of bananas in tanks of 

water most likely rife with chemicals, and sorting 

them into boxes to be exported. American fruit 

companies and their consumers continue to bene-

fit from banana production while the laborers 

work under these conditions for very little pay.

The widespread use of chemicals in banana 

cultivation also has direct—and dire—conse-

quences for the health of banana laborers. The 

banana’s vulnerability to disease led to the devel-

opment of pesticides and herbicides, which are 

sprayed on banana plants to ward off insects and 

stop the spread of weeds. There are also chemi-

cals that ward off pathogens, chemicals that give 

the Cavendish its pure yellow color and blemish-

free skin, and chemicals to speed up and slow 

down the ripening process. Bananas are sprayed 

with ethylene gas just before they ship to grocery 

stores to make them ripen and appear more uni-

form (Jenkins 60).  This means that workers at all 

stages of production are being affected by pesti-

cides and herbicides. Anthropologist John Soluri 

explores how the growth of the banana trade has 

damaged laborers in his book, Banana Cultures. 

He points out that “by the early 1970s virtually 

every phase of production—from plant propaga-

tion to boxing operations—involved chemical 

inputs” (Soluri 195). There are countless stories of 

workers being permanently affected or even 

killed because of the chemicals being used. For 

example, in 2002, Dole was sued for its use of the 

chemical Nemagon. Nemagon was found to have 

side effects including birth defects, kidney dam-

age, and sterility (Hamer 25). Hamer explains, 

“Despite being banned in the US in 1977 on 

health grounds, Nemagon continued to be sup-

plied to banana plantations in the tropics” (25). 

While banana laborers are damaged by all of 

these chemicals, the fruit companies employing 

them continue to reap the benefits of their labor 

and disregard the fact that human health is dete-

riorating because of these chemicals. 

The use of chemicals in banana production 

not only damages human health, but it also de-

stroys the environment. While is it true that the 

trace amounts of chemicals in bananas cannot 

cause major health problems for consumers, the 

pesticides used in their cultivation can cause 

damage to the surrounding environment, as the 

chemicals eventually soak into the soil and con-

taminate water sources in the producing coun-

tries. Water contamination in turn kills fish and 

can harm humans who drink the water. The ex-

cessive use of pesticides has now “[fostered] a 

dependence on pesticides” (Hamer 26). Bananas 

have evolved, and their tolerance for pesticides 

has increased. As a result, bananas need to be 

sprayed more often in order to ward off patho-

gens. Extensive chemical use has even caused 

pathogens to evolve into chemically-resistant dis-

eases. 

Proponents of pesticide use point out that 

without such pesticides, banana production 

would dramatically decrease. Curtailing their use 

would not only drive up the cost of bananas, but 

also significantly damage the economies of 

banana-producing countries. But while it may 

seem impossible to successfully produce bananas 

without harmful pesticides, there are ways to 

grow bananas organically. Organic bananas are 

grown with natural fertilizers and insect barriers 

to prevent pests. If fruit companies were to switch 
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to strictly producing organic bananas, there 

would be several side effects. Banana production 

would indeed decrease, and consumer costs 

would also increase, but more importantly,  the 

health and the environment of the workers would 

greatly improve. Regarding the economies of 

banana-producing countries, growing organic 

bananas would reduce the production of bananas 

and enable local economies to create secondary 

industries. This would make banana-producing 

countries less dependent on bananas and allow 

them to invest money into the local economy in-

stead of the fruit companies. Thus, the long-term 

benefits of reducing or even eliminating the use 

of inorganic pesticides strongly outweigh the 

short-term affects. 

Beyond the use of chemicals, though, the 

farming methods of the banana industries also 

contribute to the deterioration of the land. After 

fruit companies clear large plots of land for plan-

tations, “soil fertility quickly declines as natural 

leaf litter is no longer available to feed nutrient 

cycles in the soil” (Hamer 25). This loss of 

nutrient-rich soil leads to erosion and loss of top-

soil.  When the soil becomes damaged beyond its 

capacity to grow fruit, companies move their 

plantations elsewhere and repeat the cycle. Fur-

thermore, Hammer notes that “according to the 

World Wildlife Fund, the banana industry pro-

duces more waste than any other agricultural sec-

tor in the developing world” (26).  Since large fruit 

companies are vertically integrated, they control 

how banana waste is handled―and they choose 

to use whatever method is fastest and most cost-

effective rather than methods that are environ-

mentally friendly. Large, vertically integrated fruit 

companies want the immediate gratification of 

profit and do not look at the future damage their 

practices will have on the environment. They 

view composting the unused parts of bananas as 

too time consuming. Banana waste therefore con-

tinues to build. The use of plastic also points to 

these huge companies’ irresponsibility in manag-

ing waste: they still use large blue plastic bags to 

protect bananas from pests and weather changes 

and to prevent the banana stalks from collapsing 

under their own weight.  While plastic bags cost 

efficient and easy to use, they are made of inde-

structible material that may take ages to decom-

pose, further adding to environmental degrada-

tion.

Bananas have only been available in the 

United States for 200 years, yet we’ve seen dra-

matic changes occur in the banana trade during 

that time. By taking a deeper look into the details 

of banana production, we find that the develop-

ment of the “perfect” blemish-free banana was not 

so perfect. The most shocking negative effect is 

the overbearing power that fruit companies have 

over every aspect of production, from the location 

of growth to hiring laborers to using pesticides. 

The banana trade in its current state discriminates 

against small-scale banana companies, takes ad-

vantage of workers, and does long-term damage 

to the environment in banana-growing countries. 

Even though we as consumers are thousands 

of miles away from the source of this conflict, we 

can help to change how these large companies 

operate. Though organizations like Banana Link, 

we can campaign for a fair and sustainable ba-

nana trade. A fair banana trade requires better 

working conditions,  sustainable production, and 
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fair opportunities for local farmers. Even simply 

choosing to buy organic bananas will tell conven-

tional banana companies that we want this indus-

try to change. Organic bananas are smaller and 

bruise more easily than conventional bananas 

grown with chemical sprays. They are also 

slightly more expensive than conventional ba-

nanas. But organic banana companies use a lot 

less pesticides, which is better for both workers 

and consumers. The companies themselves can 

change by creating a more loosely vertically inte-

grated business. By allowing more players to be 

involved in different aspects of production, com-

panies can pinpoint exactly where the flaw in 

production is. By taking small, active steps like 

these, we can slowly transform the banana trade 

into one that is safer for the environment, its 

workers, and its consumers.

Works Cited

Banana Link.  2010. Norfolk Freelance Network. 

February 6, 2011. Web. June 14, 2011

Hamer, Ed. “Bananas: From Plantation to Plate.” 

Ecologist 37.7 (June 2008): 24-27. Print.

Jenkins, Virginia Scott. Bananas: An American His-

tory.  Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institu-

tion, 2000. Print.

Soluri,  John. Banana Cultures:  Agriculture, Con-

sumption, and Environmental Change in Hondu-

ras and the United States. Austin: University of 

Texas, 2005. Print.

Striffler, Steve and Mark Moberg. Banana Wars: 

Power,  Production, and History in the Americas. 

Durham and London: Duke University Press, 

2003. Print.

15

Nguyen, “Going Bananas”



anners and Southern history: 

the terms nestle as sweetly 

together as honey and bis-

cuits,” says University of North Carolina history 

professor John F. Kasson at the opening of his es-

say on southern etiquette (Kasson 152). To an ex-

tent he is right: in popular mentality manners are 

an intrinsic part of southern culture and identity. 

The extent to which southerners of the present 

and past take manners seriously demonstrates 

how heavily the concept weighs on the southern 

sense of self and how they wish their culture and 

history to be perceived by others.  However, the 

unique history of the South, that history of slavery 

and discrimination, reveals a flip-side to the 

Southern preoccupation with manners and raises 

a challenging question: how could this culture 

which so prides itself on hospitality and courtesy 

simultaneously have such a deeply rooted history 

of cruelty? The answer lies in the nature of civility 

as an institution. Manners are a tool for a society, a 

means to the end of civility. Thus, manners reflect 

the desired order of the society in which they 

originate. However, when a society sees a certain 

type of politeness or manners as a goal instead of 

the path to that goal, the civility of that society can 

easily become abusive and repressive. As seen in 

examples from the South,  properly functioning 

democracies must find the correct balance of eti-

quette and mutual respect in order to avoid the 

“M
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dramatic dangers of either an utter dearth of 

manners or an oppressive overabundance of 

them. 

The unique and even admirable nature of 

southern ideals of courtesy is not to be disre-

garded. Kasson’s overall analysis of southern 

manners is somewhat critical, but he is quick to 

add the disclaimer that “the notion that south-

erners possessed a special—and superior—set of 

manners is both venerable and enduring” (Kas-

son 152). News blogger Robert S. Siegel makes a 

similar claim in his article on the Virginia gover-

nor ’s declaration of “Confederate History 

Month.” Siegel states that “there is something 

special about Southern manners and courtesy 

that the rest of the nation, much of the world, 

could learn from.” It would be unfair to offer a 

criticism of one of the most respected and en-

trenched aspects of a society without acknowl-

edging the positives. Stephen L. Carter, the Wil-

liam Nelson Cromwell Professor of Law at Yale, 

states that manners are of crucial importance to a 

functioning democracy,  and I agree with him. In 

his book, Civility,  Carter does an excellent job 

demonstrating the dangers of a casual disregard 

for manners: alienation, mistrust, and abuse.

However,  Carter’s conclusions fall short in 

that they do not adequately address the dangers 

of a disproportionate focus on manners. This is 

not to say he does not make a good effort. In Ci-

vility,  Carter highlights the unrealities of an ideal-

ized past in very straightforward terms, conclud-

ing that “the common claim that there was a 

‘golden age’ in which America was more civil 

than today is rather shaky” (48). He goes further 

with statements on the illusory nature of a uni-

form, more civil American past,  saying “perhaps 

it needed to be shattered—but not, I think, with 

such thorough fury” (53).  In my view, it is here 

where Carter’s argument for a balanced system of 

manners does not go far enough. He also theo-

rizes that “having abandoned the illusion of 

commonality we have adopted an even more 

dangerous illusion:  that social norms are not im-

portant and thus we can do what we like.” The 



notion that a lack of common respect for one an-

other is somehow more dangerous than the social 

ills that may potentially result from a dispropor-

tionate focus on manners tips Carter’s scale off 

balance, and balance is what is important. The 

danger is equal from both an overabundance of 

etiquette and an utter lack of it. 

The rampant idealization of Southern history 

is a perfect illustration of this. In Myth, Media, and 

the Southern Mind, University of Arkansas histo-

rian Stephen A. Smith asserts that “the first rhe-

torical myth of the South was based on the theme 

of cavalier origins, the notion that the South had 

been settled by scions of European nobility who 

came to the South and established the Tidewater 

aristocracy” (13). Smith illustrates how this 

mythological foundation to southern identity, 

which harkens back to feudal Europe, served to 

justify and reinforce the rigid social hierarchy that 

the southern plantation system was based upon. 

Transplanted from a legendary past,  the values 

and chivalric manners of this fictionalized origin 

story explained the nature of southern society to 

itself and “redeem[ed] their society in their own 

eyes as a continuity of tradition rather than admit 

the guilt and accept the scorn of the rest of the 

world” (Smith, 14). 

The tendency to use an idyllic past to gloss 

over the problematic elements of the South con-

tinues into the present day. The nostalgia of the 

white South’s troubling blind spot for the cruel-

ties of the history they so celebrate is deeply 

troubling. Robert S. Siegel demonstrates the way 

this mentality can distort history southerners per-

ceptions in his criticism of Virginia Governor 

Robert McDonnell’s idealization of the past.  Re-

sponding to Governor McDonell’s allegation that 

“slavery was not important enough to be in-

cluded” in the observation of Confederate His-

tory Month, Siegel submits that “slavery was a 

major issue the founders fought over while writ-

ing the Constitution. Failure to settle the issue at 

the Constitutional Convention led to the War… It 

is analogous to ignoring the Iron Curtain in a dec-

laration on the Cold War.” The tendency to ro-

manticize a mythic past rather than carefully ex-

amine history in full with its virtues and prob-

lems alike is a real and troubling one. It has lead 

to problems in the past, and left unaddressed it 

has the potential to do so again.

The romanticization of southern history lead 

to many problems, most notably the perpetuation 

of civil rights difficulties in the South after the 

Civil War.  In a sense, Jim Crow evolved out of the 

southern sense of proper etiquette. Kasson pur-

ports that “precisely because good manners have 

been such a central part of southern identity, 

within the South they have also become a point of 

invidious comparison, tension, and division” 

(153). If southern etiquette is rooted in a mythic 

sense of chivalry,  then a proper social hierarchy is 

indelibly a part of that legacy. The manners of the 

mythic South so venerated by southerners today 

were only extended to white people. Carter’s in-

sistence that a lack of manners is more dangerous 

than a misguided preoccupation with them is un-

tenable for this reason: oppression can and has 

resulted from this preoccupation. 

The historical inequalities of the Southern 

system create real problems for those who would 

equate manners with civility itself. Smith high-

lights this eloquently by noting “there were no 

black planters living in the fabled white-

columned mansions,  there were no black belles in 

hooped skirts on the verandas…. the old myth 

had absolutely no meaning for blacks, and it held 

meaning for very few whites” (62).  The idealized 

South of popular myth, as immortalized by Gone 

with the Wind, gave clout to the white South’s 

vested interest in maintaining their identity by 

holding on to as much as they could of the old 

social structure. Kasson describes how “the great 

effort of southern whites after emancipation was 

to establish new codes of racial dominance and 

deference to replace those of the old slave South” 

(156). The traditions of southern manners in the 

end were “preserved and defended, in the last 

resort, by the doctrine of white supremacy” (Kas-

son 158). For these reasons, the idealization of 

southern manners and mores offer a perfect illus-
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tration of what can take place when a manners 

alone become the goal of a society rather than the 

means to achieve that goal.

Problems arising from the misplaced empha-

sis on manners are also evident in Southern class 

divisions within races. Manners were an impor-

tant distinguisher of class for rich white elite, 

which has a vested interest in maintaining a so-

cial stratification that favored them over a less 

wealthy majority. Matt Wray is a professor of so-

ciology at Temple University.  In the introduction 

to his book Not Quite White, Wray describes a 

process of identity establishment by asserting that 

"we can end up with various forms of political 

solidarity based on identity—which because so-

cial groups attain solidarity at the expense of 

other groups, through, for example, stigmatiza-

tion, can also result in exclusions and inequali-

ties" (8). Wray’s fundamental contention is that 

the advantages of wealthy whites in the South 

were reinforced by their use of manners as a 

marker of dichotomous identity between them-

selves and poor whites. By applying the label of 

“white trash” based on the criteria of manners, 

wealthy whites were able to draw this distinction 

when the more obvious color difference was un-

available. Wray observes that "the historical situa-

tion of poor whites has always been one of ambi-

guity and liminality, attributes shared by the 

identity—white trash—so frequently ascribed to 

them" (17).  This marginalization of poor whites 

through misapplied civility is exactly what was 

needed for the elite to maintain the hierarchy. The 

distinction in manners created a glass ceiling for 

poor whites in southern society.

The difficulties resulting from these distinc-

tions have not vanished with time. In a commen-

tary on white trash as portrayed in popular cul-

ture, Journalist Tralee Pearce of the Toronto Globe 

and Mail notes that the stereotypes conveyed with 

the term “white trash” still result in tensions, es-

pecially when the term is thrown around in 

popular media. Pearce attempts to be impartial; 

the reactions he describes in his article are di-

verse, ranging from humor to offense, but it is 

clear that the repercussions of civility applied to 

the enforcement of a social structure are long-

lasting and problematic. 

The damages wrought by these stereotypes 

can also be deeply personal. Writer Dorothy Alli-

son comments that what she calls “the politics of 

marginalization” encourage victimized groups to 

hate themselves as much as they are hated by oth-

ers. Allison has firsthand familiarity with this type 

of hardship: she writes that she “grew up poor, 

hated, the victim of physical, emotional, and sex-

ual violence, and I know that suffering does not 

ennoble. It destroys”(36). As a poor white person 

growing up in the South, Allison felt keenly the 

betterment of others at the expense of her own 

social class. She too placed the blame squarely on 

the misguided notion that such stigmas were nec-

essary to maintain a desirable social order.  Her 

claim is that “the horror of class stratification, ra-

cism, and prejudice is that some people begin to 

believe that the security of their families and 

communities depends upon the oppression of 

others” (35). In this statement, Allison hits the nail 

of misplaced manners squarely on the head. 

When manners are used as a marker of desirable 

and undesirable persons rather than behaviors, 

inequality inevitably results and true civility be-

comes impossible. Rightly, Allison includes the 

marginalization of poor whites and the flaws of 

racism in the same example. Both are unjust social 

practices made possible by a misuse of the social 

tool of manners.  The South once again provides a 

powerful example of the potential of civility to be 

misapplied for social ill.

If the idealized South and its mythic origin 

demonstrate the dangers of misused manners, 

than the Civil Rights movement of the twentieth 

century reveals how Southern manners can bring 

balance and civility to society. In tracing what he 

believes to be the downfall of widespread civility 

back to 1965, Carter holds the Civil Rights move-

ment up as a model of how civility was trans-

formed in the United States by being broadened 

(38). What Carter perceives as the end of civility 

came when America transitioned from Norman 
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Rockwell illusions of a unified identity to the re-

alities of our own internal differences. To his 

credit, he stresses that this is not a bad thing, only 

that it went too far (53). Carter holds Martin Lu-

ther King up personally when he focuses on how 

“the civil rights movement wanted to expand 

democracy, not destroy it, and King understood 

that uncivil dialogue serves no democratic func-

tion” (24), yet he insists in the next chapter that 

when civility was expanded, it shattered Ameri-

can identity and left nothing in its place (53). 

However,  I don’t think that the Civil Rights 

movement can be used to underscore the fall of 

widespread civility, precisely because of how civil 

the movement was in its success. The use of the 

Southern ideal of manners as a weapon against 

an oppressive social order represents a major vic-

tory for civility. Stephen A. Smith sees the civil 

rights movement not as the destruction of Ameri-

can identity, or even Southern identity, but as the 

creation of a new myth with which to define it. 

“King’s advocacy of nonviolent protest,” Smith 

writes, “full civil and political rights, and the 

brotherhood constituted his personal goals, and 

these became central themes of the new cultural 

myth of equality” (68).  Far from leaving South-

erners without an identity, King used manners 

themselves to replace a culture of oppressive hi-

erarchy with one of acceptance and diversity.

In providing an example of manners used 

positively, Martin Luther King Jr.’s leadership of 

the civil rights movement shows that civility can 

be used for good or ill,  like any other tool. Kasson 

submits that “manners, so frequently the weapon 

of choice by the powerful in a social duel, could at 

times be dexterously used against them” (153). 

The civil rights movement broadcast to the entire 

nation the dichotomy between the Southern por-

trayal of itself and the realities of oppression for 

those on the negative end of that system of eti-

quette. It also provided an example of the civility 

that can be accomplished when manners are ap-

plied properly. Kasson continues that “southern-

ers, white and black, have always known, in ways 

that many Americans from other regions have 

not,  that far from trivial, manners… are often a 

matter of life and death” (153). The South needed 

to see an instance of manners applied equitably in 

order to grasp the true nature of their warped 

system of civility and to understand what that 

system indicated about the mythic past they held 

on to so tenaciously. 

From a modern perspective, Siegel observes 

that “there is something about The War Between 

the States, the Civil War, that brings out pride in 

southerners. I don’t know exactly what it is about 

the war that brings out that pride, but I do know 

that for most, that something is not racism” (Slav-

ery). In working to turn manners back on those 

who had wielded them oppressively for so long, 

the civil rights movement helped to move the fo-

cus of southern identity off of racial division and 

cruelty and instead to focus on a system of man-

ners applied to everyone, while still being mind-

ful of the dangers of not doing so.  Siegel reflects 

this more egalitarian southern identity when he 

states that “the fundamental relationship of slav-
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ery to the War cannot and should not be ignored. 

Most people seem to understand that quite well.” 

Siegel shows that manners applied correctly can 

help uphold the values that Carter supports so 

adamantly while maintaining self awareness lest 

the dangers of repression derived from fixating 

on civility for its own sake.

The uniqueness of southern history and cul-

ture provide us with a perfect illustration of the 

need for balance by demonstrating the ways 

manners can be used positively and negatively as 

a tool for society. The lessons of the South do not 

hold for the South alone. Basic human nature 

never changes, and so civility’s dependence on 

properly applied manners never goes away. It is 

important for people of any democracy to recog-

nize the dangers of a system of etiquette that 

takes advantage of a particular group as well as 

the dangers of an etiquette system that does not 

exist at all. Moderation is the wisdom to take ad-

vantage of an opportunity while avoiding ex-

cesses. When manners are applied in moderation, 

the values of equality and shared identity neces-

sary for a functioning democracy are upheld.
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bove all, the argument this paper seeks 

to make is that we do not actually own 

ourselves, that the “freedom” we hold 

so dear in Western culture has mutated from 

autonomy and individual sovereignty into the 

“right” to conform to social norms and regula-

tions, and that soon this right of self-

ownership—the right to possess one’s body as 

one’s most basic property—may just disappear 

altogether. This argument is a transhistorical one, 

covering ground from the Lockean concept of self-

ownership to the modern “freedom to conform” 

to a future in which the individual body may be 

trampled, dissected, and exploited for the benefit 

of the many. Though some will undoubtedly ar-

gue that the greater good sometimes necessitates 

sacrifice on the part of individuals, a society that 

grants itself the power to dispose of my body for 

whatever reason—be it regulatory impulse or 

humanitarian imperative—is not a society in 

which I care to live. In fact, the reason we ought to 

be surprised by—and suspicious of—this change 

is that, though gradual subjugation of the indi-

vidual is usually justified by appeals to the com-

mon good, the actual social effects of redefining 

self-ownership are anything but good.

John Locke paved the way for our traditional 

concept of self-ownership, writing in his Second 

Treatise on Civil Government that “every man has a 

A
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property in his own person: this no body has a 

right to except himself” (Sec. 27). It is this notion 

of self-as-property which helped to curb the 

power of sovereigns who would wantonly exer-

cise “disciplinary power”—a term coined by Mi-

chel Foucault referring to power exercised over 

individual physical bodies (241-242)—over their 

subjects. However, a new type of power, develop-

ing in contemporary culture, has both challenged 

and changed the way in which the body is 

viewed. This power, according to Foucault, is 

regulatory. Where discipline seeks to dominate 

and arrange individual bodies, regulation seeks 

to exercise power over populations to force con-

formity and uniformity (242). To borrow directly 

from Foucault, the difference is between “the 

power to make die or let live”, which is disci-

Image of Susan Hallowell, Director of the TSA’s research 
lab, taken with a backscatter x-ray system.



pline, and “the power to make live and let die”, 

which is regulation (241).

The manifestation of this new kind of power 

is directly linked to the rise of the social principle 

that the interests of the many necessarily out-

weigh the interests of the one. The transition was 

already apparent twenty years ago in the case 

Moore v. Regents of the University of California. John 

Moore was diagnosed with hairy cell leukemia 

and was placed under the care of Dr. David 

Golde, a physician at UCLA. Over seven years, 

Dr. Golde drew a number of blood and tissue 

samples and even extracted Moore’s spleen in a 

medical procedure (Moore Brief, para. 1-3). What 

Golde failed to mention was that he not only kept 

the spleen for medical research but also used it to 

develop and patent a cell line for which he gained 

approximately $3.5 million in funding and stock 

options from a biotech company (Skloot 199-200). 

The consent form that Moore signed stated that 

he had discarded his bodily materials, but only 

under the condition that they be cremated. A 

separate form, given to Moore later and amount-

ing to a total waiver of Moore’s rights to his 

spleen, blood, and tissue, received no signature 

and was later given to his attorney (200). When 

Moore took Golde and the Regents of the Univer-

sity of California to court, he brought up thirteen 

charges which were all subsumed under a claim 

of conversion—a legal term denoting an action on 

the part of one person inconsistent with another’s 

right of ownership. Based on the demurrer—a 

pleading which objects to a pleading filed prior 

by the opposing litigant—of Golde et al, the trial 

court dismissed the case. After a series of appeals 

by both parties, the struggle arrived at the Cali-

fornia Supreme Court, which ruled that, though 

Moore could sue for injuries incurred as a result 

of Golde’s deception, he had no right either to the 

profits made from the commercialization of his 

body parts or to the body parts themselves (Brief, 

para. 3).

The Moore case is a strong indicator of a social 

and legal trend to slowly step away from Lockean 

ideas of self-ownership toward a “public interest” 

agenda—an agenda whose purported goal is “the 

good of all”, no matter the costs. What’s fascinat-

ing about this case in particular is the lack of a 

legal precedent upon which the court could base 

their decision. In cases where no written legal cri-

teria exists, a court becomes a kind of autono-

mous, de facto legislator, using whatever princi-

ple or theory it sees fit to settle the case. In Bodies 

of Law, Alan Hyde explains how the California 

Supreme Court made its decision in Moore:

The Court decided that Moore’s spleen was 

not his property by evaluating the competing 

needs of patients and medical researchers… 

[according to the court,] Moore’s argument 

would “impose a tort duty on scientists to 

investigate the consensual pedigree of each 

human cell sample used in research… [which] 

implicates policy concerns far removed from 

the tradition, two-party ownership disputes 

in which the law of conversion arose.” The 

court, then, has a theory of property, despite 

its absence of theoretical citation: property is 

that which is defined by a court as property, 

doing so in order to promote some sort of 

utilitarian greatest good for the greatest num-

ber, under which John Moore may appropri-

ately be asked to sacrifice if society is thereby 

improved. (69-70)

By this logic, we see that modern self-ownership 

theory is already a mere shadow of what it used 

to be. Though Moore’s consent was clearly ob-

tained in an illicit manner, the court could not 

bring itself to transcend the regulatory “public 

good” framework by prioritizing Moore’s body 

rights over the scientific advances made by Dr. 

Golde as a result of violating those rights. 

Had Moore been deprived of some external 

material possession, he would undoubtedly have 

had a strong case against Golde; however, because 

the subject of the case was his own body, the legal 

certainty that the two parties could conceivably 

have had walking into the courtroom was, in real-

ity, rather low. This is true not only because of the 

lack of a precedent, but also because there wasn’t 
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any law applicable. Hyde explains this phenome-

non:

This is a question left open by the American 

statutes on organ sales, since they are nar-

rowly drawn and do not state whether body 

parts are property in a more general way. In 

fact, neither the prohibition of sales in the 

National Organ Transplant Act nor that of the 

Uniform Anatomical Gift Act applied to 

Moore’s case, the former because Moore’s 

spleen was not sought “for transplantation”, 

and the latter because the spleen was re-

moved while Moore was still living. (68-69)

Still, the legal problem is not the most frighten-

ing. The real worry here is twofold: first, the 

court’s decision acts as a sort of progenitor for a 

new kind of control—bodily regulation—whose 

borders are hazy and whose exercise is entrusted 

solely to unilateral state power. Second, govern-

mental advocacy of the body as part of a “global 

mass”, to again borrow from Foucault (242), has 

caused this image to trickle down and take root in 

America’s cultural norms. What we are therefore 

faced with is a developing social attitude that our 

bodies are no longer only ours—that, in fact, one’s 

body is public property and belongs to anyone 

who cares to claim it in the name of the public 

good.

As far as the evolution of modern self-

ownership theory is concerned, the most famous 

(or infamous) case of bodily intrusion today is no 

doubt the security methods practiced in airports 

by the Transportation Security Administration 

(TSA). The media has been bombarded, and has 

bombarded the public in turn, with reports of 

revealing scans, invasive pat-downs, and awk-

ward, humiliating experiences in front of fellow 

passengers (Felde para. 9). While the TSA’s exten-

sive screening processes have drawn negative 

attention and calls for boycotts, the TSA main-

tains, true to the regulatory paradigm, that such 

measures are necessary for the safety of all pas-

sengers. An oft-cited example is the attempt by a 

man on Christmas Day in 2009 to board a plane 

while hiding an explosive device in his under-

wear (Felde para. 1, 5). It is arguments like this 

which made decisions like Moore possible, and 

they are now being invoked to justify further ex-

pansion of state power. Let us consider the best of 

these arguments.

The most compelling claim is that there ought 

to be restrictions on the individual in cases where 

the public interest is advanced. Given that we are 

perfectly accepting of prohibitions against mur-

der, theft, and even harmful speech (e.g. shouting 

“Fire!” in a crowded theater), this principle ap-

pears to be reasonable; however, there are a few 

problems with this argument. First, in the case of 

TSA screenings, we are not actually dealing with 

this principle. This principle places negative re-

strictions on individuals: do not murder; do not 

steal; do not incite panic or violence. These nega-

tive obligations acknowledge every person’s right 

of self-ownership by forbidding any individual to 

commit an act of aggression against another. The 

principle with which we are currently dealing, 

however, places positive power in the hands of 

different agents: do take the spleen; do invasively 

search people and their belongings. This positive 

power does not prevent aggression: it delegates to 

each individual the ability to aggress against his 

neighbors by laying claim on their bodies for his 

own ends. Golde and his scientists may claim 

Moore’s spleen to retain the medical benefits, and 

the many may demand a humiliating search of 

the one so that they can feel safe. In other words, 

they acknowledge the power of all to claim own-

ership of all, rather than the right of each to own 

himself.

Second, taking this new principle to its logical 

conclusion has effects which are altogether con-

trary to the common good. If the state granted 

invasive access to the body in every case where a 

collective benefit was promised, we would likely 

see unwanted intervention in many other areas of 

life: bans on certain types of food and drink to 

reduce obesity and disease rates, strict surveil-

lance programs designed to reduce crime, and 

perhaps even coercive control of the birth rate to 

curb population growth. Though such invasions 
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of the individual are regarded as mere dystopian 

fantasies, China’s one-child policy and Great 

Britain’s use of CCTV surveillance seem to sug-

gest that the threat of their manifestation in 

American culture is quite real. Still, it has not yet 

been demonstrated that such programs would 

actually be problematic for the public interest. If 

we are to treat the argument fairly, the mere fact 

of the principle’s logical conclusion is insufficient 

to dismiss the principle itself.

The argument’s failing becomes apparent 

when we attempt to actually define the common 

good. Generally, it is an umbrous abstraction 

taken to mean “that which benefits everyone”; 

however, in the context of regulation, its practical 

meaning is quite different. The aim of regulation 

is to exercise control over a population—in es-

sence, to treat society as a kind of scientific sys-

tem whose homeostasis must be perpetually 

maintained. A regulatory regime is concerned 

with statistics and aggregates rather than direct 

control of individuals. This perspective has often 

been used to justify oppression, since what mat-

ters most is numerical improvement, even if indi-

vidual liberties have to suffer in the process. 

This poses a problem. There is a sort of intui-

tion that statistical improvement doesn’t neces-

sarily denote an improvement in overall quality 

of life. In fact, the opposite may very well be true.  

In pursuing social homeostasis, the actual collec-

tive (i.e. a collection of individuals labeled under 

an abstraction) is both neglected and harmed by 

deeper and deeper intrusions upon their persons. 

This means that, though exercises of regulatory 

power can produce good numbers, the effects on 

individuals can be egregious and immeasurable, 

which makes it that much more difficult to justify 

the trade-off. It would seem, then, that this prin-

ciple of maximizing “social good” is neither par-

ticularly compelling nor inherently beneficent to 

the one or to the many. At best, all it achieves is 

well-orchestrated conformity.

In airports, for example, everybody is sub-

jected to the same regulations and standards. 

Anyone who doesn’t appear to conform is imme-

diately identified as an other—someone to be 

checked, screened, scanned, groped, and perhaps 

ejected—and is treated as an immune system 

might treat some suspicious, alien substance. In 

cases like these, people are not viewed as indi-

viduals, or rights-holders, or as sovereign bodies, 

but as entities which may perhaps be in posses-

sion of some dangerous substance or object—as 

potential dangers. As such, the freedom that we 

have is not to make autonomous, informed deci-

sions, but actually the freedom to conform to 

regulatory rules. We have the freedom to step out 

of line—to raise our hands and spread our legs in 

the backscatter machine—to hold perfectly still 

while a TSA agent feels up every body part, look-

ing for an excuse to expel a foreign entity which 

does not belong. If we do not exercise this free-

dom, however—if we do not step out, spread out, 

and stay still—it is only a matter of moments be-

fore we are again recognized as self-owning be-

ings, at which point those in power are more than 

happy to exercise the power of discipline over us 

in whatever legally prescribed manner they 

choose. It is bitterly ironic that, while our body is 

normally owned and regulated by the “public”, 

which is responsible for ensuring that individual 

biological entities meet all the right social stan-

dards, the right of self-ownership that is given 

back to us when we are labeled as threats so that 

the public can hold us individually responsible 

for our nonconformity by punishing us. Simply 

put, the body belongs to the public until we must 

be disciplined, at which point we are mysteriously 

recognized as autonomous, sovereign body-

owners once again.

Based on the current state of affairs and the 

disparity that already exists between past and 

present respect for self-ownership, we may rightly 

predict—and perhaps fear—what the future holds 

for this intimate right. First and foremost, this 

right runs the risk of being altogether eliminated. 

To illustrate this point, consider the evolution of 

the protective boundaries one possesses where his 

body is concerned. In the days where Lockean 

self-ownership was respected, one could only be 
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justifiably violated in cases where the use of his 

body caused some direct harm to another person 

who is attempting to exercise his own free-

dom—in other words, when the existence of two 

or more conscious entities came into conflict. To-

day, one may be justifiably violated by virtue of 

the potential threat that he poses to other peo-

ple—in other words, a person gives up his write 

to self-ownership simply by choosing to exist in a 

public place. In the future, we might speculate 

that one may be justifiably violated merely be-

cause he exists. Without feeding on the dystopian 

paranoia of works like Nineteen Eighty-Four, Ani-

mal Farm, or A Clockwork Orange, we could easily 

say that protections which currently exist—say, 

laws banning unreasonable search and sei-

zure—may be done away with completely in the 

interests of national security in much the same 

way as protection of anatomical integrity in air-

ports already has been.

Even now, the restrictions on search warrants 

are becoming more and more liberal. Alan Hyde 

invokes the case of Shirley Rodriques, a Massa-

chusetts woman against whom the police ob-

tained a search warrant authorizing not only a 

physical search of her apartment, but also a 

“medical search” of her vagina (165). Claiming 

that the medical search violated her civil rights 

and that she had been forcibly pinned to an oper-

ating table while a doctor visually and manually 

searched her vagina, “Shirley Rodriques sued the 

officer, physician, town, and hospital for damages 

under the Civil Rights Act of 1871 but lost when 

summary judgment was granted to all defen-

dants” (166). A summary judgment is an instance 

where a court comes to a decision without going 

through a full trial. Hyde comments on this 

judgment: “But since the case ends without any 

trial, but with summary judgment for the defen-

dants, the court must be holding that Shirley 

Rodriques’s civil rights were not violated even if 

her narrative of the search is correct” (167). This 

judgment, both baffling and counterintuitive, de-

serves and requires an explanation. 

According to Hyde, the court made clear that 

cavity searches without probable cause were, 

among a who’s who of negative terms, “dehu-

manizing”, “humiliating”, and “terrifying” (167); 

however, they had a different opinion of searches 

backed by warrants. While the court noted that 

the bodily intrusion in these searches is extremely 

intrusive, detrimental to personal privacy, and a 

threat to “the highest degree of dignity” (167), it 

stated that “the need for the search was also great. 

Society’s interest in the prevention and punish-

ment of drug trafficking weighs in favor of intru-

sive searches in certain instances” (167). This is 

undoubtedly the crux of the problem of self-

ownership. The court, rather than favoring Shir-

ley’s dignity and privacy, chose to side with the 

interests of the many—in this case, the alleged 

interest in catching and punishing drug traffick-

ers, a group designated as a “them” which does 

not fit in. We can clearly see what the conse-

quences of nonconformity are, then. Even the 

mere possibility of being an undesirable resulted in 

Shirley’s intimate areas being exposed and pre-

sented for investigation. The heartbreaking truth 

about the case, though—past the vaginal warrant, 

past the court’s defense of invasive searches, and 

past Rodriques’s allegations of physical coer-

cion—is that, according factual background of the 

case, “The search revealed an absence of foreign 

bodies in [Rodriques’s] vaginal cavity” (Rodriques 

v. Furtado). In other words, Shirley Rodriques was 

violated for nothing.

Interestingly, disciplinary force was only em-

ployed at the point that Shirley refused to exercise 

her freedom to conform. Hyde quotes the case 

directly: “Appellant was informed of the warrant 

to search her vaginal cavity, informed that the 

warrant directed that the search be conducted by 

a physician at the Morton Hospital, and was of-

fered the opportunity to remove whatever might 

be hidden in her vagina voluntarily, thus alleviat-

ing the necessity of the search” (166). This is pre-

cisely how subjugation works: we are given the 

“choice” to go along with the established regula-

tory paradigm, but are coerced into conformity in 
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the event that we choose not to acquiesce. As long 

as there is some dark, brooding, nebulous threat 

lurking just over the horizon, however, the state 

can continue to point to some urgent necessi-

ty—from national security to medical emergen-

cy—which requires further sacrifice of self-

ownership. Unfortunately, if this sense of 

threatened-ness remains pertinent, this state of 

emergency—in which our life is claimed to be in 

some special danger combatable only by state 

power—will become the rule, rather than the ex-

ception, as Giorgio Agamben has argued in Homo 

Sacer (6).

What is certain—behind the confusion and 

convolution—is that, though we possess our bod-

ies, we no longer own them. The liberty we may 

currently take in exercising power over our bod-

ies is limited to the freedom to act responsibly 

and safely in the eyes, if not of the state, then of 

the many—of “society”. Pathetically, one of the 

last strongholds of self-ownership is the lingual 

tradition of referring to a body with possessives 

like “our”. Physically, this right is all but gone. 

Every attack, every outbreak, and every breach of 

security is the genesis of a new regulatory chain 

sent to bind us; we are violently shackled by the 

chains we refuse to wear. Where we were once 

fairly free to live for our own sake, now we are 

chained so that, paradoxically, “everyone” may 

be free. Soon, however, we may find these chains 

ready to strangle us to temporarily quell society’s 

perpetual fear of death.
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n 1787, as part of a speech to the United 

States Constitutional Convention, James 

Madison declared, “America was indebted to 

immigration for her settlement and prosperity” 

(“James”). It is clear that sentiments toward im-

migrants have changed since one of our country’s 

most influential founding fathers expressed these 

words. The attacks on September 11, 2001, a pro-

foundly failed war on drugs, and fears about job 

security during the worst economic crisis since 

the Great Depression have all led to a spike in the 

culture of discontent toward illegal immigrants in 

the United States. These events have undeniably 

dealt a damaging blow to America’s dominance, 

but the response to them has been far from level-

headed. We now have armed vigilantes patrolling 

the border,  and states like Arizona are passing 

historic and discriminatory laws targeted at both 

legal and non-legal residents. Unsurprisingly, 

these expressions of hatred have put many inno-

cent migrants in harm’s way and have distorted 

the debate on good economic policy. Perhaps 

most irrationally, our heated national discourse 

about immigration has caused us to overlook the 

AgJOBS bill, which would benefit both farmers 

and migrant workers.  If President Obama wishes 

to save a downward spiraling American farming 

industry while simultaneously addressing the 

I
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plight of migrant workers, he could do no better 

than to push the AgJOBS bill through Congress.

An AgJOBS law would reform the failed H-

2A Temporary Foreign Agricultural Worker Pro-

gram.  With the current H-2A, migrant workers 

are only allowed to work on our nation’s farms 

for a period of ten months, which creates an un-

stable workforce that farm owners must fire, hire, 

and retrain every year. Furthermore, there are 

very few regulations in place to prevent the 

abuse of migrant workers by their employers. 

AgJOBS is a current proposal to the 111th Con-

gress that has two core elements designed to fix 

these problems. The first allows for an “earned 

legalization” program for migrant workers in 

which they must have three to five years of un-

broken residency to eventually apply for citizen-

ship. This reduces training and retraining costs 

for farm owners. Also, AgJOBS offers avenues 

that would protect the well-being of the migrant 

workers: “H-2A workers would have the right to 

file a federal lawsuit to enforce their wages, hous-

ing benefits, transportation cost reimbursements, 

minimum-work guarantee,  motor vehicle safety 

protections, and the other terms of the written H-

2A job offer” (“Summary”). An AgJOBS bill 

Undocumented farm workers being returned to Mexico un-
der the guard of the US border patrol



signed into law would provide a stable workforce 

for farm owners and an extension of human 

rights to migrant workers.

But sadly, stigmatizing myths about immi-

grants prevent legislative gems like AgJOBS from 

passing. Our contemporary myths about immi-

grants reconstruct a people external to our society 

in a vicious way, for they operate on the prede-

termined notion that immigrants represent a 

threat. We do not have positive myths of the im-

migrant, but we do have myths of the dangerous 

immigrant, such as a member of a drug cartel, a 

terrorist,  or a job stealer. This overall negative 

view of immigrants, coupled with a distrust of 

government that runs deep in many conservative 

circles, creates the perfect birthplace for the idea 

that vigilantism can solve “the problem.”

Take, for example, Jim Gilchrist, the founder 

of the Minuteman Project (MP). The MP made 

headlines in 2005 when it held a three-month 

rally on the U.S.-Mexico border where hundreds 

of Americans set up camp each night, watching 

for immigrants. Though some watchers were 

videotaped with guns, Gilchrist has stated that 

the purpose of his movement is to raise aware-

ness about illegal immigration as a political issue, 

not to inflict harm on illegal immigrants. He says 

that the attacks of 9/11 were his inspiration to 

start the movement because they signified a fail-

ure of the federal government to apprehend ille-

gally immigrated terrorists (Rights on the Line). In 

2008, Chris Burgard’s movie Border covered sev-

eral other motives for armed vigilantism on the 

border. The movie discusses human trafficking 

and drugs as two independent reasons why vigi-

lante groups should continue their campaign 

against illegal immigration. Burgard claims that 

human traffickers often rape the migrants they 

help guide into the U.S., hanging the women’s 

underwear on trees the Americans call “rape 

trees.” Border also shows extensive footage of 

what Burgard claims are drug traffickers. At one 

point, Burgard shares night-vision footage of a 

group of migrants whom he says might be carry-

ing close to 100 million dollars worth of heroin.  In 

Border, the Minutemen are proudly displayed as 

beacons of justice on the “lawless” border be-

tween Mexico and the United States.

However,  reality has contradicted the Min-

utemen Project’s positive light.  In 2006, a group of 

Minutemen filmed a fake video of them murder-

ing two illegal immigrants and posted it on You-

Tube. The Southern Poverty Law Center,  famous 

for strategically gutting the Ku Klux Klan of its 

assets, immediately jumped to sue, thinking that 

the video was real. In response to a growing na-

tional outcry, the makers of the video admitted 

that they had pulled a sham and that no one was 

actually hurt.  However, the damage was already 

done, and Gilchrist soon distanced himself from 

the video’s makers (“Nativists”). Furthermore, in 

2009, Gilchrist was scheduled to speak at Har-

vard, but his speech was cancelled because 

“Shawna Forde,  who calls herself a ‘tactical Min-

uteman,’ was arrested in Arizona for ordering the 

murder of a nine-year-old-girl and her family, 

whom she and her associates suspected of drug 

smuggling” (Thomas). These are two documented 

instances in which the MP has shown a potential 

for violence toward immigrants that is truly horri-

fying.

However,  even in light of these dangerous 

actions by the Minutemen and others patrolling 

the U.S.-Mexico border, negative myths about 

immigrants continue to halt the passage of the 

AgJOBS bill. In particular, the myth of the “job 

stealing immigrant” unfairly disadvantages Ag-

JOBS. On September 24,  2010, Arturo Rodriguez, 

president of the United Farm Workers (UFW) of 

America and advocate of AgJOBS, said that from 

his in-depth personal experience in the farm in-

dustry, he thinks undocumented workers make 

up about 70 to 75 percent of the labor force for 

farm work. The reason for such a high proportion, 

according to Rodriguez, is the fact that Americans 

would rather let migrant workers have farm jobs 

than work on farms themselves (“House”). 

Rodriguez has a personal study to back up this 
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claim, one that has been strongly debated for 

decades. Recently, the UFW initiated a “Take Our 

Jobs” campaign in which it offered a farm job to 

any American who would agree to do backbreak-

ing labor on our nation’s farms (“House”). From 

June to late September of 2010, the UFW’s web-

site had over three million hits, according to 

Rodriguez. Of those three million hits, about 8600 

people inquired about the Take Our Jobs offer. Of 

those 8600 people, only seven American citizens 

were farm workers as of the date of Rodriguez’ 

testimony — .008 percent of initial inquirers 

chose to accept the job (“House”). If even the 

Great Recession couldn’t lure our nation’s unem-

ployed into these hot,  difficult farm jobs,  then 

from whom are immigrants stealing the jobs?

While Rodriguez is a staunch advocate for 

the AgJOBS bill,  Representative Steve King of the 

5th Congressional district in Iowa believes Ag-

JOBS is unfair to American workers because it 

depresses wages. To him, the solution is to simply 

increase wages in order to attract Americans to 

do farm labor. During the same Congressional 

meeting Rodriguez attended, King stated that 

soldiers,  oil rig workers, and people who work in 

sewers are all examples of Americans working 

difficult and dangerous jobs. King brought forth 

his own experience as a construction worker to 

support his testimony. All of these jobs, King 

says, offer a fair wage, but farm work does not. 

According to him, Americans will not work on 

farms simply because wages for these jobs are 

inadequate. Furthermore, King cited the research 

of Philip Martin, a professor of agriculture and 

resource economics at UC Davis, who claims that 

if the wages of farm workers were increased by 

forty percent,  the average American family could 

expect to see an increase of only eight dollars per 

year in their fruit and vegetable purchases 

(“House”). The tradeoff, King argues, is worth it: 

why wouldn’t Americans pay a little extra for 

their fruits and veggies if it means fellow citizens 

will not have their jobs “stolen” by immigrants?

Important people in the political sphere and 

farming industry believe, however, that wage in-

creases may severely hurt U.S. farming competi-

tiveness. For example, Phil Glaize, a third- gen-

eration apple farmer and representative of the 

U.S.  Apple Association and the Agriculture Coali-

tion for Immigration Reform, strongly disagrees 

with Rep. King. In the following testimony before 

Congress, Glaize defends AgJOBS because he be-

lieves that the bill is necessary to challenge the 

decline that Americans farms are experiencing in 

the global market:

The threat is not hypothetical, it is real, and 

worsening in the face of Congressional inac-

tion. In the 1950’s, colleagues tell me there 

was a thriving greenhouse vegetable industry 

southwest of Toledo, Ohio. It is gone,  largely 

to Canada. Colleagues in the West report that 

at least 80,000 acres of high-value vegetable 

production has left southern Arizona and 

California for Mexico.  Florida tomatoes and 

citrus are leaving for Mexico and Brazil.  In 

2008, Texas A&M University noted that 77% 

of Texas vegetable producers surveyed had 

reduced the size or scope of their business 

due to lack of employees. One quarter re-

ported moving some of their operations out 

of the U.S. Another third were considering 

such a move. China has requested access to 

our market for fresh apples and they are the 

world’s largest producer. If the U.S. apple 

industry were to go out of business,  the Chi-

nese are ready to step in and supply our ap-

ples. (United States)

In a globally competitive market, every cent in the 

price of fruits and vegetables counts. Agriculture 

is a renewable asset for the United States; cur-

rently we are a net exporter of fruits and vegeta-

bles. But it is people with first-hand experience 

like Phil Glaize who question the solvency of the 

American agricultural economy in the aftermath 

of a forty percent increase in the wages of Ameri-

can workers. If these wage increases were to oc-

cur, there would likely be no or very few agricul-
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tural jobs, as American farms would be wiped 

out by global competition.

And what happens when these farms are 

gone? Representative Zoe Lofgren of the 12th dis-

trict in California said at the same hearing that 

the outflow of jobs would have a crippling ripple 

effect on the nation’s economy, noting that “up-

stream and downstream” jobs are affected when a 

farm closes. Advertisers, managers, accountants, 

retailers,  and truck drivers are some of the people 

who depend on the presence of the farm worker. 

Lofgren testified that according to economists, for 

every one farm job that is lost, 3.1 other jobs dis-

appear. Furthermore, if American farms shut 

down, the joblessness will be compounded with 

mounting trade debt,  as we will depend on other 

nations to supply our food (“House”). If the 

UFW’s “Take Our Jobs” campaign revealed 

American apathy toward farm labor, then mod-

ern economic analysis of American agriculture 

demonstrates the upside of this apathy: by sup-

plying nearly three-fourths of our farm workers, 

a cheap migrant labor force keeps our agricul-

tural industry afloat and creates jobs in other sec-

tors of the economy where Americans are more 

likely to seek employment. 

By increasing the length of stay and offering a 

path to citizenship for migrant workers,  the Ag-

JOBS bill can attract more workers and stabilize 

America’s farming labor force. As the world 

struggles through a historic recession, bills like 

AgJOBS become the sort of economic streamlin-

ing that can give America an upper hand.

Granted, AgJOBS will receive harsh criticism 

from the left because it is not a complete reform 

of the failed immigration system, but AgJOBS is 

exactly what is needed: a realistic remedy to the 

issues that affect migrant workers and our na-

tion’s economy. The status quo, marked by an 

extremely polarized political climate, dictates that 

comprehensive immigration reform is unlikely.  In 

2010, there sprang a heated legal battle between 

the United States federal government and the 

State of Arizona concerning the Support Our Law 

Enforcement and Safe Neighborhoods Act, com-

monly known before passage as Arizona SB 1070. 

The Arizona law empowers police officials to ask 

for identification from any suspected undocu-

mented immigrant, and if a person fails to pro-

duce any identification, she or he may be detained 

until authorities determine his or her legal status 

(“Fact”). But the federal government holds that it 

is not in the power of the states to enforce federal 

immigration law, and as a consequence, the courts 

should strike down the Arizona law. Not willing 

to give up, Governor of Arizona Jan Brewer made 

an appearance in court the day before the 2010 

midterm elections to testify as an advocate for the 

law. Brewer, anticipating her win the Arizona 

governor’s race against the following day,  seem-

ingly spoke for Arizonans, claiming that the law 

was enacted to fill a void left by years of dithering 

on the part of the federal government (Hing).

But given Brewer’s previous claims about 

immigration, the courts would do well to take her 

testimony with a fair bit of skepticism. Governor 

Brewer signed SB 1070 into law on April 23, 2010. 

The argument for passing the bill, some Arizonan 

politicians claim, is that the violence of the drug 

war in Mexico has spread into Arizona, and they 

need to show Arizonans that they are doing some-
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thing to address the issue.  For example, shortly 

after the passage of 1070, 2008 Republican presi-

dential candidate and Arizona Senator John 

McCain said on the floor of the Senate that a po-

rous border between Mexico and the United 

States “had led to violence — the worst I have 

ever seen” (Wagner). But the claim that Mexican 

drug violence has spread to the US is a myth with 

no basis in fact. According to an article by Dennis 

Wagner in The Arizona Republic,  even though the 

war on drugs was escalating in Mexico, violent 

crime was down in Arizona when McCain made 

that claim. According to Wagner, “Arizona’s 

violent-crime rate dropped from 512 incidents per 

100,000 residents in 2005 to 447 incidents in 2008, 

the most recent year for which data is available” 

(Wagner). Considering 2007 was the peak year for 

illegal immigration, it appears that there is a 

stronger correlation between increasing immigra-

tion rates and decreasing rates of violence in Ari-

zona. Additionally, Gov. Brewer claimed in June 

of 2010 that “law enforcement agencies have 

found bodies in the desert either buried or just 

lying out there that have been beheaded” (Mon-

topoli). Once again, this is a myth with no basis in 

reality. The Arizona Guardian did some investigat-

ing following Brewer’s comments and found 

there was no evidence to support her statement 

that beheadings were occurring in the desert 

(Montopoli). Like McCain, Brewer was spreading 

lies in order to garner support for 1070; the ar-

gument that the Arizona Immigration law is nec-

essary due to increased border violence is simply 

unfounded. 

Arguments based in myth, like the two just 

mentioned, can spell real trouble for immigrants 

who have no voice in the national debate. Immi-

grants have been hauntingly abused in the past 

due to extreme hatred. One case in particular that 

is extremely difficult to rip from local memory 

occurred in 1976 in Cochise County, Arizona. Two 

brothers, Patrick and Tom, and their father, 

George Hanigan, detained three Mexican nation-

als on their way up from the border. The Hani-

gans burned the Mexicans’ clothing and food and 

cut their hair off. Then, as Southern Poverty Law 

Center’s Bob Moser writes:

One of the Hanigan boys pulled a long iron 

out of the fire and dangled its hot end over 

the naked men’s bodies. The other young 

Hanigan allegedly took it from him and 

touched it to one of the men’s feet, again and 

again, until the stink of burning flesh mingled 

with the mesquite.  The old man grabbed a 

knife and threatened to cut off one of the 

men’s testicles. One of the men had a rope 

tied around his neck and was dragged 

through the scorching desert sand. “When 

they’d had their fun,” recalls long-time com-

munity activist Mac Torres,  “they cut them 

free one at a time, pointing them to Mexico 

and opening fire with birdshot.” One of the 

men ended up with a back full of 47 pellets; 

another had 125.

Imagine the horror of finally crossing the border 

into the United States and nearly losing your life 

to a couple of out-of-control vigilantes with su-

perhero dreams. Amazingly, these men lived to 

tell their tale, but in Cochise County, Arizona, an 

all-White jury exonerated the Hanigans (Moser).

We are more than thirty years past the Hani-

gan incident, but many Americans today are not 

too far removed from the attitudes that motivated 

and excused this violence. In our national de-

bates, fidelity toward truthfulness and respect for 

human dignity are deteriorating. I agree with Jim 

Gilchrist’s claim that a porous border means 

weaker national security. I also agree with Gov. 

Brewer’s and Sen. McCain’s claims that the fed-

eral government should do more to crack down 

on drug cartels. And I agree with Burgard’s 

claims in Border that we have an ethical obligation 

to stop human trafficking. These are all real issues 

that our country should be rallying against, but 

instead we have clouded our judgment with the 

distorting myths of immigrants. As a result, some 

Congresspersons have blocked movement for the 

AgJOBS bill, and we have passively accepted a 

reality in which a loose cluster of dangerous vigi-

lantes roam the border, looking to victimize any 
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immigrant who might cross. Uncontrolled immi-

gration is a gargantuan national concern, but our 

handling of it thus far reeks of bad political and 

economic stewardship as well as unfair and in-

humane treatment of migrant workers.

AgJOBS can extend human rights to these 

migrant workers and potentially reenergize a de-

clining farming industry, but it may have an even 

greater role in influencing the future. A passed 

AgJOBS bill carries within it the potential to open 

a new era of healthy national discourse concern-

ing immigration. The current guest worker pro-

gram allows abuses toward migrants to run un-

checked, and it denies a stable workforce for farm 

owners.  By reasonably debating the merits of Ag-

JOBS, Congress may, at the very least, begin con-

sidering new ideas to infuse greater competitive-

ness into our nation’s farming industry. More im-

portantly, the process of passing AgJOBS will 

force Congress to finally confront the harsh reali-

ties that migrant workers in this country face. 

Passage of AgJOBS would be an undeniable leap 

forward for human rights. From vigilantes on the 

border to exploitative agricultural employers to 

discriminatory laws in Arizona, the migrant 

worker who picks our fruits and veggies — and 

saves our farming industry — is abused from the 

moment he or she enters this country. It is time to 

remember the famed words of James Madison 

and pass AgJOBS so that both the prosperous fu-

ture of America and its immigrants can be en-

sured.
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enuine fear can be a powerful and crip-

pling sensation; when given complete 

control, fear can even taint, transform 

and manipulate our ideas and actions. On a 

greater and more powerful and influential level, 

fear is what so dramatically shook government 

officials in the United States after Pearl Harbor 

and British and Irish officials in Northern Ireland 

during the early 1970s in the midst of religious 

and political violence. Charged by these fears, 

both governments were driven to implement un-

deniably racist and unlawful internment policies 

on specific ethnic groups in a desperate attempt to 

regain peace and security for their people. Politi-

cal officials were open both before and after each 

case about the racist or discriminatory beliefs that 

fueled the internment of both Japanese-Americans 

and Republican Catholics suspected to be mem-

bers of violent paramilitary groups.

The question then becomes whether or not we 

should excuse these prejudiced governmental de-

cisions in light of the panic from which they arose 

and the desperate need for national security that 

citizens felt at the time. Those enacting and en-

forcing internment both in wartime America and 

within a Northern Ireland fraught by civil vio-
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lence understandably considered these racist de-

tainments justified in order to procure the in-

tended end result of safer and more peaceful na-

tions. By basing their policies solely on these rac-

ist preconceptions, however, neither of these gov-

ernmental policies could have possibly accom-

plished their goals. Neither safety nor security 

were ensured for the people of either nation, as 

proper citizens were rounded up and stripped of 

their rights and the protection of their govern-

ment. Both cases of internment undeniably stand 

not only as gross examples of racist political 

blunders but even more pointedly as wholly inef-

fective policies that contradict their very promise 

of national security. 

The idea of Japanese internment arose di-

rectly after the bombing of Pearl Harbor in 1941. 

An attack of such shocking and harrowing impact 

produced a general fear of espionage and sabo-

tage and directly influenced President Roosevelt’s 

issuance of Executive Order 9066 in 1942, which 

allowed for local military commanders to deport 

any persons they saw fit to arrest. This proclama-

tion, and others that followed, were influenced by 

General John DeWitt, military commander of the 

Western Defense Command, and eventually led 

to the detainment of thousands of Japanese fami-

lies and individuals in internment camps in the 

middle of the country. 

Children reciting the Pledge of Allegiance in a San Francisco 
public school, April 1942.



A look at General DeWitt’s Final Report; Japa-

nese Evacuation from the West Coast, 1942 provides 

us with a direct insight into both the blatantly 

racist personal views of the political officials in 

charge of internment, and the prejudicial basis of 

the internment policy itself. In his report, DeWitt 

emphasizes the necessity of internment largely 

because of the supposedly untrustworthy nature 

of the Japanese communities along the coastlines. 

DeWitt states that thousands of American-born 

Japanese had gone to Japan to receive their edu-

cation, subsequently becoming “rabidly pro-

Japanese.” With this statement, DeWitt automati-

cally assumes that anyone “pro-Japanese” must 

be “anti-American”; the two cannot exist simul-

taneously. Furthermore, by DeWitt’s logic anyone 

educated in Japan and thus taught Japanese ide-

als and values might be plotting against the 

United States and cannot be trusted. DeWitt 

clearly does not understand, identify with, or 

condone the foreign culture of these Japanese-

Americans, and his misunderstanding of their 

culture leads to gross exaggeration and demoni-

zation of Japanese-American beliefs and rituals. 

To DeWitt, anyone who maintains traditions that 

conflict with those of the United States, or even 

more frighteningly, anyone who appears to ex-

pressly reject American traditions and culture, 

must be an active threat to national security.

DeWitt continues his condemnation of 

Japanese-Americans by insisting upon immediate 

military action to counteract the menace they pre-

sent to society:

The continued presence of a large, unassimi-

lated, tightly knit and racial group, bound to 

any enemy nation by strong ties of race, cul-

ture, custom and religion along a frontier 

vulnerable to attack constituted a menace 

which had to be dealt with… it is better to 

have had this protection and not to have 

needed it than to have needed it and not to 

have had it — as we have learned to our sor-

row.

DeWitt’s words here perfectly exemplify both the 

intense national fear during this period and the 

racism that grew out of it. The general is of course 

referring to the great tragedy of Pearl Harbor, an 

attack for which the United States was not pre-

pared and that subsequently resulted in the 

deaths of many American citizens. While the need 

for immediate political action is surely undeni-

able, it is DeWitt’s choice and means of action that 

is not only extremely discriminatory, but also fu-

tile in creating security for the people. Not only is 

the General targeting and demonizing one racial 

group in particular, referring to Japanese-

Americans as a “large, unassimilated [and] tightly 

knit […] group,” and even as a “menace which 

had to be dealt with” but by doing so, and 

through his internment of these people, he di-

rectly contradicts his original intent of creating 

safety. What DeWitt refuses to take into account is 

that this “racial group” is actually composed of 

American citizens whose safety and way of life he 

is supposedly trying to protect. Through his lan-

guage, the General creates a distinct separation of 

“us” vs. “them”: he places a great emphasis on the 

fact that Japanese-Americans are a unified “racial 

group” appearing to maintain very different cul-

tural and social values perhaps even rejecting 

American traditions. Through these racist as-

sumptions, Dewitt essentially claims that 

Japanese-American citizens are not in fact Ameri-

cans, which justifies his decision to inflict harm on 

the very people he is supposedly trying to protect.

General DeWitt goes on to comment on the 

location of Japanese communities “adjacent to 

very vital shore installations, war plants, etc,” re-

marking that he cannot be sure whether they were 

created by accident or design. He states that there 

was “insufficient time in which to make such a 

determination; it was simply a matter of facing 

the realities that a positive determination could 

not be made, that an exact separation of the ‘sheep 

from the goats’ was unfeasible.” Because of the 

lack of time, DeWitt “had no other alternative but 

to conclude that the Japanese constituted a poten-
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tially dangerous element from the viewpoint of 

military security— that military necessity re-

quired their immediate evacuation to the inte-

rior.” Here too, DeWitt comments on the lack of 

time presented to him to make any real investiga-

tions and the need for immediate action, and his 

frequent insistence questions the policy’s legiti-

macy and effectiveness from the start. 

While DeWitt’s concerns are very real and 

credit concrete instances of attack, basing his in-

ternment policy upon racially prejudiced as-

sumptions instead of concrete evidence of certain 

guilty individuals ensured that it could never 

have been successful in ensuring the peace and 

safety he promised. DeWitt asserted throughout 

the period of internment that the military main-

tains an obligation to its people and that the peo-

ple’s safety is of primary importance. Because 

DeWitt based the evacuations on race and racial 

assumptions alone, he could not be certain of any 

real threat, and so his internment plan failed one 

of its most basic goals: to isolate any dangerous 

individuals and secure the safety of the American 

people. What he never takes into account, of 

course, is that the 117,000 people who were 

rounded up were in fact, part of this obligation. 

How was their safety ensured during this time? 

How were their rights secured? These American 

citizens were surely not protected from attack; 

instead their own government inflicted an attack 

upon them. 

The detainment of this specific group of peo-

ple significantly affected not only Japanese-

Americans both during and after their intern-

ment, but every American. Not only does this 

kind of internment prompt racism among the 

people, as the group in question is deemed a vio-

lent and untrustworthy “enemy,” but it can also 

cause other citizens to doubt their safety under 

the power of the government. If these individu-

als, born, educated and working in and for the 

United States can be suddenly imprisoned with-

out warning or reason, who then is next? What 

ensures anyone else’s safety? This case of intern-

ment only divided and hurt all Americans by in-

stigating hate, suffering and distrust.

Over the period of more than forty years, his-

tory has not only proven Dewitt’s policy preju-

diced and unsuccessful but also illuminates this 

very failure of the American government in its 

duty to protect its people. The Civil Liberties Act 

of 1988 as well as an address made by President 

Ronald Reagan in response to the Redress Act of 

the same year directly acknowledge and apolo-

gize for the discrimination and racism that in-

spired the internment of Japanese citizens during 

World War II. Nearly half a century after the 

threat of Japanese attacks had disappeared, the 

true cause of this horrible occurrence is finally 

clear. The Civil Liberties Act states that 

these actions were carried out without ade-

quate security reasons and without any acts 

of espionage or sabotage documented by the 

Commission, and were motivated largely by 

racial prejudice, wartime hysteria, and a fail-

ure of political leadership. (United States)

The Act goes on to label internment “a grave in-

justice” and a “fundamental violation of the basic 

civil liberties and constitutional rights of these 

individuals of Japanese ancestry” (United States). 

Removed from the immediate situation and its 

accompanying feelings of imminent danger and 

fear, Congress clearly sees the attendant racial 

prejudice in its evaluation of and apology for the 

events that occurred during the War. 

President Reagan finds similar fault in the 

American government’s decisions concerning 

internment in the 1940s. He notes, “this action 

was taken without trial, without jury. It was based 

solely on race, for these 120,000 were Americans 

of Japanese descent” (Ronald… Act). He too at-

tributes internment to wartime fears and anxie-

ties, but does not use them to excuse the events 

that occurred and what he classifies as a “mis-

take.” Reagan states what DeWitt never bothered 

to consider: the fact that “throughout the war, 

Japanese-Americans in the tens of thousands re-

mained utterly loyal to the United States.” Reagan 
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not only asserts that this case of discriminatory 

internment was unconstitutional and unjust, but 

he also implies that it failed to ensure public 

safety, as it actually impaired the security of the 

thousands who were evacuated. Both the Civil 

Liberties Act and President Reagan’s speech re-

veal the counter-productivity of DeWitt’s policy. 

The individuals interned were legitimate Ameri-

can citizens, subjected to unfair treatment by the 

government itself. During the internment process, 

Japanese-Americans were “forced to sell their 

homes, property, and sentimental belongings for 

very little compensation” and suffered through 

“stressful living conditions in camp, […] loss and 

deprivation, […] separation or division of family 

and community ties [… and a] disruption of iden-

tity” (Yates, 111- 112). Aimee Chin of the Univer-

sity of Houston even concludes from economic 

evaluations of internees that “annual earnings of 

males [were reduced] by as much as 9%-13% 25 

years afterward” due to the labor market with-

drawal (Chin 491). The effects of internment upon 

these American citizens were serious and long 

lasting. Harmful to all involved and ultimately 

entirely unproductive, the internment of 

Japanese-Americans was undoubtedly a grave 

mistake.

Thirty years later and across the Atlantic 

Ocean, a very similar situation took place in 

Northern Ireland. The people of this region, al-

ready distraught by sectarian violence for dec-

ades, was subjected to a comparable experience 

of internment, enacted by government officials in 

the hopes of pacifying violence. Much more com-

plicated and lengthy than America’s conflict with 

Japan, the so-called “Troubles” in Northern Ire-

land are rooted in centuries of British occupation, 

influence and oppression. The conflicts that over-

took this portion of the nation were religious, po-

litical and social, as predominately Protestant 

Loyalists (those loyal to England) and predomi-

nately Catholic Republicans (those who strove for 

Irish independence) fought, frequently violently, 

for mutually exclusive political goals. By the late 

1960s, a “campaign for internal reform of the 

Northern Ireland state” initiated by Catholic re-

publicans “rejuvenated militant republicanism, in 

the form of the Provisional Irish Republican Army 

(PIRA/IRA) [which then] in turn prompted vio-

lence from Protestant loyalist militants” (Darby). 

As the intensity of the violence escalated and the 

general safety of the people of Northern Ireland 

was greatly threatened, a policy of internment 

was introduced in 1971 by British officials, influ-

enced by the unionist-controlled Northern Irish 

government as a “last attempt to impose control” 

(Darby). 

The intents, methods of implementation, and 

overall effect of this case of internment are uncan-

nily similar to those of Japanese internment in the 

United States. “Operation Demetrius [the initial 

rounding up of suspected militants]… relied on 

lists drawn up by the RUC Special Branch” and 

included almost exclusively alleged IRA mem-

bers, many of whom were later proven to be inno-

cent (Melaugh). The prejudicial basis of this policy 

is undeniable, as the IRA was only one of several 

paramilitary groups operating in Northern Ire-

land at the time.  Furthermore, Loyalist paramili-

taries, which the government largely ignored, 

were actually responsible for more violence than 

the IRA. Out of ten violent incidents between 1968 

and 1971, seven were instigated by Protestant or 

Loyalist paramilitary groups, compared to a mere 

three by Catholic or Republican forces. Further-

more, eight Catholics or Republicans were killed 

during this time, compared to three Protestants or 

Loyalists (McKenna and Melaugh). Nonetheless, 

records from the time show that during the entire 

period of internment, “1,981 people were de-

tained; 1,874 were Catholic [and or] Republican, 

while 107 were Protestant [and or] Loyalist” (Me-

laugh).

Even more objectionable than the detainment 

of almost exclusively Catholic paramilitaries is the 

fact that mere Catholic citizens who were not al-

lied with paramilitaries in any way were among 

those interned. Indeed, “The lists [used to identify 
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suspects for internment] were so out of date that 

104 people had to be released within forty-eight 

hours. […] The army quite often simply picked 

up the wrong people, a son for a father, the wrong 

‘man with a beard living at no. 47’ and so on” 

(Melaugh). Innocent or not, these Catholic intern-

ees were subjected to physical and psychological 

abuse by the British Army: “…by the time they 

were released, a number had suffered quite brutal 

treatment, as had those still detained […] Intern-

ees were beaten with batons, kicked and forced to 

run the gauntlet between lines of club-wielding 

soldiers” (Melaugh). Therefore, just as the Ameri-

can government ruined any chances of their in-

ternment policy actually ensuring safety, so too 

did Northern Irish officials, as both governments 

based internment wholly on prejudiced profiles 

and assumptions. Catholics of all ages and politi-

cal affiliations were pegged as being potentially 

dangerous, stripped of their rights, and abused by 

their own government, just as anyone of Japanese 

decent in the United States was deemed the “en-

emy” and detained. 

The Compton Report, presented to Parliament 

in November of 1971 by the British Secretary of 

State for the Home Department, discusses the 

alleged mistreatment of those detained after 

many of the arrests and allows us to directly see 

the racism at hand within this internment policy. 

It also provides us with other key details of the 

events that occurred during the internment 

authorized by Sir Edmund Compton, English Par-

liamentary Commissioner for Administration, 

and the then Prime Minister of Northern Ireland, 

Brian Faulkner. Their accounts and statements, 

provided in the report, reveal the perceived ne-

cessity of internment due to paramilitary violence 

and the fears of the Northern Irish population. In 

his report, Compton explicitly lists all the terrorist 

events involving explosives as well as all known 

weapons belonging to the IRA in Northern Ire-

land. He states that the “campaign of murder and 

intimidation has included gun attacks on military 

and police patrols, explosive attacks on offices 

and buildings… killing and injuring members of 

the general public” (Compton Report). He then 

goes on to say:

[the] preservation of law and order in North-

ern Ireland is primarily the responsibility of 

the Northern Ireland Government… the dete-

rioration in the situation in Northern Ireland 

had reached the point where they felt it neces-

sary, with the agreement of Her Majesty’s 

Government, to resort to their powers of in-

ternment.

Compton implies that the relentless violence and 

terrorism of the IRA necessitated an attempt to 

pacify Northern Ireland and to assure the people 

of some safety in their region, just as General 

DeWitt claimed that the bombing of Pearl Harbor 

made Japanese internment a necessity. While offi-

cials from both countries claim that they would 

have wished to abstain from initiating internment 

policies, they felt that it was the only solution to 

the problem at hand. 

Furthermore, just as in the case of Japanese 

internment, the actual method and reasoning be-

hind the British interment of Irish Catholics en-

sured its ineffectiveness. Although paramilitary 

terrorists posed a real threat in Northern Ireland, 

the internment of alleged IRA members only tar-

geted one group of a multi-sided battle, and the 

violence perpetrated by Loyalist paramilitary 

groups went almost entirely unnoted. This fact 

illustrates not only an intense prejudice among 

both British and Northern Irish officials, but also 

the overall ineffectiveness of the policy that they 

implemented. Whether internment improved the 

safety of Irish Protestants or not is debatable, but 

clearly it did little for Irish Catholics who were the 

target of Loyalist attacks.

In a statement announcing his decision to in-

troduce internment in August of 1971, Prime Min-

ister Faulkner further reveals the racism of this 

policy by claiming that a united society and eco-

nomic and social development are “not possible 

in a climate of terrorism and violence,” and that, 

“the outrages to which we have been subjected 
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now threaten our economic life and create every 

day deeper divisions and antagonism within our 

community.” These statements alone are reason-

able, but Faulkner goes on to identify the terror-

ists in question exclusively as those that belong to 

the “IRA… [whose] terrorist campaign continues 

at an unacceptable level, and [thus] had to con-

clude that the ordinary law cannot deal compre-

hensively or quickly enough with such ruthless 

viciousness.” Faulkner condemns only the IRA; 

he targets them as the primary cause of these 

“outrages” that “threaten [the] li[ves of those] 

within [the] community” without really analyz-

ing the complexity of the issue. Violence of such 

“ruthless viciousness” as Faulkner describes was 

surely caused by both Catholics and Protestants 

alike. The IRA were, of course, a reactionary 

group, acting out against what they felt to be dis-

crimination by the government and the Protestant 

majority, and whatever “terrorism” they inflicted 

upon the community must have been in reaction 

to a perceived threat from Loyalist paramilitaries. 

By ignoring Loyalist paramilitaries, British 

officials only intensified the already surging ten-

sions between the two parties; Republicans and 

Catholics were angered not only by the arrests of 

innocent individuals on their side without trial or 

due process but also by the apparent lack of at-

tention given to equally violent Loyalists. Some 

historians argue that this treatment led to “in-

creased support, active and tacit, among the 

Catholic community for the IRA,” which resulted 

in a growing level of civil unrest and paramilitary 

violence within Northern Ireland (Melaugh). 

Thus, by acting out of prejudiced assumptions 

and attempting to neutralize only one side of the 

conflict, the government intensified the problem 

they sought to eliminate, making everyone in 

Northern Ireland less safe rather than more so. 

The internment of Irish Catholics had no hope to 

establish the safety or protection of the people, 

and perhaps even created more violence.

Just as was the case of Japanese-American 

internment, he obvious flaws in the British gov-

ernment’s plan became even more apparent after 

the policy was repealed. The article “Internment 

and Detention without Trial in Northern Ireland,” 

written by R. J. Spjut in 1986, analyses the after-

math of the detention and reveals the racially-

charged thought process of the government offi-

cials in charge. Spjut includes direct interviews 

with politicians of the time. Viscount William 

Whitelaw, then the Northern Ireland Secretary, 

directly addresses the issue of discrimination and 

an unfair bias within the resurgence of internment 

during the 1970s. Responding to the author’s 

question of whether or not the high proportion of 

releases by commissioners suggested weak evi-

dence for detaining individuals, the Viscount ad-

mits: 
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I have the greatest of doubts looking back on it 

whether internment was ever right… I ques-

tion whether internment is right unless you 

have really good intelligence and I think that 

the mistake that was made initially was that 

internment was used as a weapon before in-

telligence was good enough to use effectively 

(Spjut 729).

Whitelaw admits to poor intelligence on the part 

of government officials in their initial arrests and 

also directly questions the idea of the internment 

of so many innocent individuals because of a rac-

ist generalization. Because of insufficient intelli-

gence, government officials acted out of mere 

prejudice and unfounded assumptions by round-

ing up solely alleged IRA members. The policy 

was therefore a failure from the beginning—it 

didn’t and couldn’t have created a sense of secu-

rity for the people. Irish Catholics both in and out 

of paramilitary groups actually felt threatened by 

their own government, and ultimately the gov-

ernment’s actions caused Catholics to react 

against them, leading to even more violence. 

Moreover, by failing to question Loyalist para-

military members, the government left them free 

to their own devices, and their destructive behav-

ior went unchecked. 

Later in his article, Spjut addresses the flawed 

reasoning behind this political and ethical blun-

der at greater length. According to Spjut, White-

law argued that the reason behind the detention 

of so few Loyalists was the fact that security 

forces had been able to move freely about Loyal-

ist areas and thus keep better accounts of their 

violent actions. Because of this, they were then 

able to initiate criminal prosecutions far more 

easily for these paramilitary groups than their 

Republican counterparts (Spjut 736). But in a 1972 

interview, Whitelaw undermined this argument 

in an extremely transparent way: 

Everything was targetted. The Stormont 

Government [thought] quite reasonably, in 

their view, if you were a Protestant you were 

a loyal figure, loyal to the government, loyal 

to the ethos of Northern Ireland against the 

South, against the Pope… Therefore you were 

a loyal person until proved otherwise. 

Whereas over the years the exact opposite 

was regarded of the minority community 

who was associated far more with the IRA 

than many of them actually were. And they, 

of course, were guilty of being on the side of 

the IRA until proved otherwise. […] And 

therefore, there was no intelligence or very 

little intelligence about militant Protestant 

groups. […] For the best of possible reasons. 

The whole apparatus of the state wasn’t di-

rected against them (cited in Spjut 736).

In this telling quote, Viscount Whitelaw directly 

admits an unfair bias and prejudice against the 

Republican and Catholic communities in North-

ern Ireland. It is now not so much that Republican 

paramilitaries were more difficult to survey, but 

that they were already deemed “guilty” and “dis-

loyal” to the State. Within the Northern Irish 

Government, Loyalists were given the benefit of 

the doubt, while Republicans were more often 

than not suspected of violence. The Viscount es-

sentially states here that Republicans were not 

treated as proper citizens who had rights because 

of their opposition to British rule and Protestant-

ism. The logic of this blatant prejudice is not only 

inherently unethical, but also completely useless 

in its attempt to ensure safety and security. While 

Loyalist paramilitaries were not a perceived as 

direct threat to the government, as made clear by 

Viscount Whitelaw, they were undoubtedly a se-

rious threat to Northern Irish citizens, whose 

wellbeing is, or should have been, the responsibil-

ity of the government. Even if better intelligence 

had been implemented in this particular case, it 

still would have been primarily directed toward 

Republican Catholics, while Loyalists would have 

gone largely overlooked. Because of this, safety 

could not be ensured for citizens of either party or 

of any political or religious affiliation, and the 

plan’s purpose and goal of eliminating danger 

failed entirely.
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Both of these isolated cases of internment in 

America and Great Britain reveal a disturbingly 

similar effect of racism and prejudice upon politi-

cal policy. Both policies grew out of powerful 

fears that overtook whole societies and created 

divisions within their people. While fears and 

anxieties must be addressed to ensure progress 

and functionality within communities of people, 

they need not lead to the harm of innocent indi-

viduals or to discrimination and unlawful treat-

ment. In both of these cases, isolated events and 

certain characteristics led to national prejudices 

against all people even remotely associated by 

race, religion or cultural beliefs and practices. 

These prejudices prevented either case of intern-

ment from being even remotely effective, as the 

safety that it had promised to deliver was se-

verely compromised. 

While it is easy to remark today on the bla-

tant prejudice found in either of these cases and 

the unjust treatment that ensued, this kind of ra-

cism and the overall pattern of fighting against 

“alien enemies” continues. One must only look as 

far as Park51, or the “Ground Zero Mosque,” and 

the gross miscomprehension and intolerance 

among so many American citizens in regard to 

Muslims and the Islamic faith in general after 

September 11th. Park51’s builders want it to be "a 

platform for multi-faith dialogue” and a “pro-

mot[er] [of] inter-community peace, tolerance and 

understanding locally in New York City, nation-

ally in America, and globally” (“Frequently 

Asked Questions”). However, critics have called 

Park51 a “victory memorial to Islam” and an in-

sult to the victims of September 11th simply be-

cause the perpetrators of the 9/11 attacks were of 

the Islamic faith (Limbaugh). A better under-

standing of both Japanese internment in America 

and IRA internment in Northern Ireland would 

surely emphasize that reactionary generalizations 

and assumptions like these can never lead to a 

safer or more effective environment for American 

citizens. In order to truly assure safety and secu-

rity, both as individuals and as members of a 

larger community, we must address the world as 

being composed of many different cultures, relig-

ions and traditions that don’t necessarily conflict 

with one another. The question is how to maintain 

respect and understanding, especially in times of 

crisis when miscomprehension can lead easily to 

fear, and fear to accusation. If there is any hope 

for the “inter-community peace, tolerance and 

understanding,” as promised by Park51, we must 

put aside our racial, religious and cultural differ-

ences, or we will undoubtedly encounter another 

prejudiced and ineffective political and social ca-

tastrophe comparable to those of Japanese in-

ternment in the United States and sectarian vio-

lence in Northern Ireland.
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wastikas, violent gatherings, and Nazi sa-

lutes—what do these three things have in 

common? These are the images that the 

public generally conjures when prompted by the 

word “skinhead.” Stereotypically, skinheads are 

racist neo-Nazis who commit hate crimes and 

proclaim white supremacist messages. However, 

as is the case with many stereotypes, these images 

do not accurately portray the ideology of the 

original skinhead movement and can pose prob-

lems for wearers of skinhead fashion, who face 

discrimination based solely on their appearance. 

Although today the word skinhead is associ-

ated with racism and violent neo-Nazi youth, 

skinheads and skinhead fashion did not originate 

within the neo-Nazi movement.  In “True ‘Skin-

heads’ Are Not the Racist Thugs of Media Fame,” 

Jennifer Abbots explains that skinheads originated 

in England during the mid 1960s, where young 

people “embraced working-class fashion: cropped 

hair, meant-to-last shoes and boots, white T-shirts 

and worn Levis.” Offering an alternative to the 

general public’s preconception that skinhead mu-

sic is loud and angry, thus promoting violence, 

she describes how original skinhead music was 

Jamaican ska music, a precursor to reggae. Thus, if 

someone adopts racist skinhead beliefs, they are 

not truly adopting skinhead beliefs, “for they do 

not connect to the roots” (Abbots). True skinheads 
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do not gather for the intent of racial violence; in-

deed, “many skinheads, especially in New York 

City, are of Asian or African-American descent” 

(Abbots). Abbots finds that “racism appeared on 

the scene in the 1970’s because of the poor eco-

nomic climate in England...playing on the tradi-

tional nationalistic ideas of the working class, the 

fascist groups did their best to turn the skinheads 

against their immigrant neighbors.” Thus, racism 

only entered the skinhead movement because 

neo-Nazi groups took advantage of the economic 

situation of working-class skinheads and began 

to recruit them to their cause.  

Political factors were therefore not part of the 

original skinhead movement; however, any kind 

of racist involvement, especially one as nega-

Skinhead at an anti-racism rally in Calgary, Alberta,     
Canada in 2007



tively charged in the American media as neo-

Nazism, has such strongly negative connotations 

that it sticks in the mind of the public and effec-

tively erases any non-racist intent of its original 

participants or their subculture. This perception 

affects anyone who wishes to enter the skinhead 

subculture today. Although there are some mem-

bers of society who simply enjoy skinhead fash-

ion and wear it without practicing skinhead be-

liefs, this is not usually the case. Most people who 

adopt skinhead fashion think that they must also 

adopt skinhead beliefs, and they are often unable 

to differentiate between original skinhead beliefs 

and the racist skinhead beliefs that have become 

the skinhead stereotype.

Generally speaking, the differences between 

the dress of racist and nonracist skinheads are 

subtle. The common and recognizable elements 

that both groups share are shaved heads, white T-

shirts, jeans, suspenders, and work boots. Al-

though skinhead fashion was derived from the 

working class of England, Thomas Shriver and 

Daniel Sarabia point out that “skinhead clothing 

can be expensive, and thus seemingly inconsis-

tent with the ‘working class’ ideals that group 

members proclaim” (Sarabia and Shriver 279). 

Traditional skinheads have included “certain 

name brand clothing such as Ben Sherman 

button-down shirts, Fred Perry polos, and Doctor 

Marten boots” as crucial identifying articles of 

their fashion (Sarabia and Shriver 278). These are 

important items for any skinhead to have in order 

to be accepted within the subcluture. 

There are, however, ways to differentiate be-

tween racist and nonracist factions. Skinhead 

groups demonstrate affiliation with colors and 

symbols. Part of skinhead fashion is wearing 

clothing to stand out from the public, even going 

as far as to wear offensive or taboo images. Neo-

Nazi skinheads, however, are usually known for 

wearing racially offensive images. In “Neo-Nazi 

Normalization: The Skinhead Movement and In-

tegration into Normative Structures,” Amy Beth 

Cooter describes how members of the neo-Nazi 

movement “traditionally presented themselves in 

a blatant, intimidating fashion replete with tat-

toos, Nazi symbology, and startling imagery” 

(145). Cooter notes describes the development of 

this look as follows:

At first, the use of swastikas or other Nazi 

symbology was not especially prevalent and, 

when employed, was intended to convey the 

general punk attitude of “fuckyouism” as 

opposed to any particular racist or Nazi ide-

ology. Soon after in the early 1980s, however, 

as the British government became less sup-

portive of immigration, and as the country 

simultaneously saw a dramatic increase in 

youth unemployment, the Skinheads slowly 

adopted ideals of out-group animosity and 

social isolationism. “White power” T-shirts 

became a commonplace addition to the uni-

form, as did swastikas, iron crosses,...and 

other Nazi Germany symbols. (147)

Just as white T-shirts symbolize came to white 

power for neo-Nazis, the colors of other articles of 

clothing have different meanings for different 

groups of skinheads. Such is the case with the 

laces of their boots, where the colors have differ-

ent meanings not only between racist and non-

racist skinheads, but between different geo-

graphical locations (Sarabia and Shriver 278-279). 

While acknowledging that “the color coding of 

laces can vary from one geographical region to 

the next,” Shriver and Sarabia claim that, for 

some groups, “white laces express white power, 

red laces stand for anarchy and communism, and 

a combination of yellow, black, and blue laces are 

often used to identify anti-racist SHARPs” (278-

279). Referencing skinheads from Portland, Ore-

gon, David Jackson states that their laces are 

“white for racial purity, red for the blood they are 

willing to shed and yellow as a signal they have 

shed someone else’s.” 

Nonracist skinheads also have their own spe-

cific elements of fashion. These are quite opposite 

to those of the racist neo-Nazis, and nonracist 

skinheads proudly display their opposition. Jack-
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son describes how, in comparison to neo-Nazis, 

“another gang of skinheads is slightly different in 

appearance: the swastikas have diagonal lines 

slashed through them, and black-and-white 

breast-pocket patches depict a crucified skinhead 

with the letters SHARP written over the top. 

These are the Skin Heads Against Racial Preju-

dice.” By wearing images such as the crossed out 

swastika, SHARP members directly exhibit their 

hostility towards neo-Nazi groups. Aside from 

antiracist symbols like the slashed out swastika, 

Robert Wood observes that nonracist skinheads 

also wear symbols such as “an image of a skin-

head, half white and half black, nailed to a cross” 

to represent how skinheads are given a bad im-

age by their neo-Nazi counterparts (Wood 137). 

SHARPs are interested not only in opposing neo-

Nazis but in clearing their name as a subculture, 

and they use symbols as one way to do this. 

However, they maintain all the other aspects of 

skinhead fashion, such as jeans, suspenders, work 

boots, etc., to keep the image of the original skin-

head ideology.

The appeal of skinhead fashion is twofold. 

On the one hand, there is the pull towards be-

longing to the skinhead subculture and being ac-

cepted within a group. On the other hand, people 

often have a strong desire to differentiate them-

selves from the general public and seek the skin-

head look because it makes such a strong rebel-

lious statement, portraying the “‘fuckyouism’” 

mentioned by Cooter. Social theorist Georg Sim-

mel identifies these two elements of attraction, 

claiming that “two social tendencies are essential 

to the establishment of fashion, namely, the need 

of union on the one hand and the need of isola-

tion on the other” (301). Although the two needs 

may seem contradictory, they can both be accom-

plished through fashion. When acquiring a new 

style, “the individual derives satisfaction of 

knowing that as adopted by him it still represents 

something special and striking, while at the same 

time he feels inwardly supported by a set of per-

sons who are striving for the same thing” (Sim-

mel 304). Skinhead fashion can provide individu-

als with group acceptance while still allowing the 

wearer to dress outside of the norm. 

There is a difference, however, between those 

who simply wish to dress like skinheads and 

those who wish to be part of the skinhead subcul-

ture, and this is where the similarities in fashion 

between neo-Nazi skinheads and non-racist skin-

heads become problematic. By dressing as a skin-

head and integrating oneself with other skin-

heads, one becomes a member of a social and (in 

recent decades) political group, thus claiming 

their beliefs as one’s own. A skinhead must be 

careful, therefore, to make sure that he does not 

get involved with a neo-Nazi group and become 

persuaded to help commit hate crimes, because 

“as a member of a mass the individual will do 

many things which would have aroused uncon-

querable repugnance in his soul had they been 

suggested to him alone” (Simmel 313). Neo-Nazis, 

in particular, are able to take advantage of an in-

dividual’s need for acceptance and use it to entrap 

him into supporting their political cause. Those 

who seek to be members of a skinhead group 

need to know from the beginning whether or not 

the beliefs of the group correspond with their own 

beliefs.

This kind of foreknowledge can be difficult to 

come by, however, because the negative stereo-

types associated with all skinheads make it par-

ticularly difficult for individuals to distinguish 

between racist and non-racist skinheads. Unin-

formed members of society form the stereotype 

that all skinheads are racist, and this stereotype is 

widely promoted because neo-Nazi skinheads 

draw strong negative attention to themselves. 

This is attention is drawn, in part, by their atten-

dance at “hate rock” concerts with racially preju-

diced lyrics, where “shaven-headed fans respond 

with the Nazi salute” and “afterward they hit the 

streets high on alcohol, drugs or glue fumes, and 

infused with their mission” (Masland and Bres-

lau). These violent racist events frighten the pub-

lic, reaffirming their view of skinheads as being 
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strictly neo-Nazi. Additionally, as stated by 

Wood, “researchers de-emphasize nonracists as a 

critical surviving element of the American skin-

head phenomenon,” and this “obscures evidence 

of the group’s nonracist indigenous origins” 

(132). Original skinhead beliefs are not based in 

racism, rather, “traditional skinhead identity is 

directly linked to...working class pride and racial 

unity” (Sarabia and Shriver 285). However, be-

cause of the racist attitudes and actions of neo-

Nazi skinheads, skinheads in general acquire a 

bad name.  An important fact which Melvin Sal-

berg notes is “that not all ‘skins’ are racist or neo-

Nazi, even though the ones who are may be in-

distinguishable in appearance from those who are 

not.” Salberg is right to identify the similar ap-

pearance shared by both groups of skinheads. 

Because to outsiders nonracist skinheads are 

nearly indistinguishable in appearance from the 

racist neo-Nazis, the general public sees them as 

one group. 

However, while Salberg acknowledges that 

both groups look alike, he overlooks what I con-

sider an important point about the reason why 

skinhead fashion is so similar across factions: 

neo-Nazi skinheads adopted original skinhead 

fashion in order to blend in with the original 

skinhead movement. By linking themselves with 

an existing subculture, they avoid being singled 

out as a neo-Nazi group. By doing this, they con-

sciously help to promote skinhead stereotypes 

because when they commit hate crimes or gather 

together at events promoting racial hatred, all the 

public sees is a group of people who look like 

skinheads. Therefore, only those who take the 

time to observe a skinhead’s behavior or listen to 

him speak will be able to determine his intent. 

According to Salberg, the lines between racist and 

nonracist skinheads “may appear blurred, but 

accuracy requires recognition of such distinc-

tions.” Wearers of skinhead fashion and those 

looking to adopt it need to note that though the 

difference in appearance is small, the difference in 

ideology is great. 

The media’s unwillingness to distinguish be-

tween racist and non-racist skinheads makes it 

even more difficult for an individual to make an 

informed choice. One example of this is MTV’s 

report on skinheads, Hate Rock: an MTV Special 

Report. In his review of this program, John 

O’Connor criticizes MTV’s depiction of “hate 

rock” and the history of skinheads. According to 

O’Connor, MTV correctly identifies the skinhead 

movement’s origins in English punk culture, but 

throughout the program they still equate the term 

“skinhead” with neo-Nazi youths. O’Connor 

questions the accuracy of MTV’s report and the 

view that MTV gives the public of skinheads and 

their music. He notes that MTV’s film provides 

frightening details about neo-Nazi skinhead 

groups, such as a skinhead website providing 

instructions on how to make bombs and footage 

of neo-Nazis insulting Jews and homosexuals, 

and provide only a passing mention that neo-

Nazis don’t represent the entire skinhead subcul-

ture. For instance, “the viewer is speedily 

shunted...between thugs sounding off against 

Jews and homosexuals and sudden reassurances 

by MTV that ‘not all skinheads are racist or anti-

Semitic.” Although they acknowledge nonracist 

skinheads, they do not provide substantial infor-

mation about them, nor do they mention any ma-
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jor nonracist organizations, such as SHARP. By 

not making a clear distinction between racist 

skinheads and nonracist ones, MTV popularizes 

racist skinhead stereotypes.

Nonracist skinheads can even be responsible 

for perpetuating negative stereotypes about 

themselves by allowing racist skinheads to pro-

voke them into adopting the racists’ tactics. Vio-

lent acts by racist skinheads are not solely di-

rected towards different ethnicities; Salberg in-

cludes the ADL’s “most recent report, which 

highlights the alarming increase in violent crimes 

committed by neo-Nazi skins, [and] notes that 

their victims include not only blacks, Jews, 

Asians, gays and Hispanic people, but also non-

racist skinheads.” But as Abbots notes, this vio-

lence is not one-sided: nonracist skinheads, un-

willing to stand by and let this violence prolifer-

ate, will occasionally attack racist skinheads. One 

faction in particular, Skinheads Against Racial 

Prejudice (SHARP), was created by traditional 

skinheads to help differentiate themselves from 

racist skinheads.  SHARP is an organization 

which Abbot claims “is dedicated to upholding 

the traditions of the skinhead movement, as well 

as battling racism.” However, resisting neo-

Nazism often means meeting violence with vio-

lence, and SHARP members, in particular, are 

ready to take a stand for what they believe in. In 

fact, as Wood notes, “like racist skinheads, 

SHARP members and organizations often are 

militant and violent,” and have been known to 

shoot racist skinheads and destroy their places of 

gathering (Wood 138). These actions ultimately 

do not help the public image of skinheads be-

cause most people cannot easily distinguish be-

tween violence committed by racist skinheads 

from violence committed by nonracist skinheads. 

They only promote more violence associated with 

skinheads, thus, the stereotypes continue.

True skinheads are not the only ones affected 

by such stereotyping; people who do not identify 

themselves as skinheads yet wear articles of skin-

head dress are also discriminated against. The 

article “Boots Make a Statement: Is It Fashion or 

Politics?” in The New York Times covers an occur-

rence in which a high school in Texas banned 

skinhead and gang fashion from the dress code. 

School officials made a rule prohibiting the use of 

“what officials said were emblems of violence and 

hate, thick-soled storm trooper boots, Los Angeles 

Raiders jackets and other attire favored by skin-

heads and gangs” (“Boots Make a Statement”). 

Because of associations or racist skinhead stereo-

types with skinhead fashion, this ban assumes 

students adopt racist ideologies by wearing skin-

head dress. The ban met much resistance: stu-

dents protested, claiming that by wearing these 

articles of clothing they were merely trying to be 

“fashionable, not racist” (“Boots Make a State-

ment”). After students spoke out, vouching for 

“‘freedom of speech and freedom of expression,’” 

the ban was lifted (qtd. in “Boots Make a State-

ment”). Bans such as these are based on of racial 

crimes and appearances of neo-Nazi skinheads in 

schools with “swastikas shaved into their scalps” 

(“Boots Make a Statement”). Because of this con-

nection in school officials’ minds between skin-

head clothing and Nazi imagery, anyone who 

wears clothing associated with skinhead fashion 

is thought of negatively. Even those who are sim-

ply trying to be fashionable need to be aware of 

the strong stereotypes that are linked with the 

skinhead way of dress.

By educating oneself about the true origins of 

the skinhead subculture, one is able to understand 

the differences between racist and nonracist skin-

heads. Those who dress like skinheads should, 

therefore, be aware of the stereotypes surround-

ing the skinhead image so if a passerby confronts 

them, they can explain their beliefs. This way, in-

stead of being caught off guard by those who find 

their appearance offensive, wearers of skinhead 

fashion can proudly dispel their negative skin-

head stereotypes and inform the people they en-

counter of the nonracist origin of skinheads. And 

the street goes both ways—just as people who 

dress like skinheads need to know about the skin-
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head subculture, so does the public. This is just 

one instance of how negative stereotypes can con-

tinue to proliferate solely on the basis of appear-

ance. So, next time you see someone dressed like 

a skinhead, don’t assume that he is a violent rac-

ist whom you need to keep away from your chil-

dren at all costs. Instead, strike up a conversation 

and see if they know as much about the subcul-

ture they are representing as you do.
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uring the 1928 Presidential campaign, 

Herbert Hoover won the public's 

support with his slogan “A chicken in 

every pot, and car in every garage” (“Hoover 

Information”). Hoover led us to an era in which 

we no longer consider cars and meat luxuries, but 

rights — a part of our Manifest Destiny. The vast 

majority of Americans no longer have to consider 

how their cars get into their garages, or how their 

chickens get into their pots. For a while, we've 

pretended that these things appear magically. In 

recent years, we’ve come to realize that the 

infinite availability of our cars cannot last, well, 

infinitely. As gas prices and emissions regulations 

climb ever higher and become ever stricter, many 

are looking for other ways to get around.

But we see meat differently. There are no ever-

climbing “grill prices” (at least none that we can 

see), and so if we want more meat, we simply 

raise more cows, pigs, and chickens. I contend, 

though, that our consumption of meat is just as 

unsustainable as our reliance on cars, and its price 

is just as high. I am not asking that we give up all 

meat, but simply that we consider the price of 

having a chicken in every pot and the 

sustainability of such an idea in the future. Most 

Americans have grown to accept that we need to 

change our behavior in order to stop the 

D
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deterioration of our environment.  As we already 

know, cars, SUVs, and trucks are major 

contributors to this phenomenon, and many 

people are moving toward more efficient 

alternatives. But in all of the hoopla about the 

cars we drive, the meat industries have been 

ignored, all the while quietly polluting more each 

year than all the world's transportation industries 

combined.

Yes, that's right. More than the transportation 

industries. A 2006 report by the United Nations 

Food and Agriculture Organization found that, in 

addition to the land and water degradation it 

causes, meat production is the biggest source of 

greenhouse gases — even bigger than 

transportation (“Livestock a Major Threat to 

Environment”). But in addition to being worse 

for the environment than transportation by itself, 

the meat industry also utilizes the transportation 

industry for every step of production, from 

factory to plate. Trucks transport the animals to 

the factories, dispose of their excrement, 

A researcher for the US Agricultural Research Service 
works to streamline USDA inspection methods.



transport food to the animals, transport the 

animals to the slaughterhouse, and then take the 

meat to distributors around the globe. Many 

people are becoming environmentally conscious 

and switching (some, albeit, grudgingly) to more 

efficient cars, such as the Toyota Prius, but those 

championing a more responsible consumption of 

meat by simply eating slightly less are often 

ridiculed.

But mockers beware, because the meat 

industry's greenhouse gases are more harmful 

than those from the transportation industry. 

According to an article in the Huffington Post, the 

chief pollutant of transportation is carbon 

dioxide, which takes about a century to naturally 

cycle out of the environment. This means that if 

we stopped driving cars today, the effects from 

yesterday would take one hundred years to go 

away. With meat, however, the chief pollutants 

are methane gas and nitrous oxide, which are 23 

and 296 times worse, respectively, for the 

environment — in terms of warming effect as a 

greenhouse gas (Freston).

This puts our planet's average temperature at 

risk. According to the Intergovernmental Panel 

on Climate Change (IPCC), twenty to thirty 

percent of all plant and animal species will be at 

risk for extinction if the global average 

temperature rises more than 1.5°C (Adger 11). 

This danger is especially evident in the shrinking 

polar ice caps (15). 1.5°C might not seem like a 

large enough change to make a difference, but 

NASA reported that from 1980 to 2005, the global 

average surface temperature rose by nearly 0.6°C 

(“GISS: Surface Temperature Analysis”). Some 

regions have already experienced an increase of 

3.5°C. If current trends continue, thirty percent of 

all wildlife will face extinction. A third of the 

animals on Earth will simply vanish.

Given the meat industries’ potential impact 

on the environment, we should all be concerned 

by how much meat we consume. As it stands 

now, Chinese meat consumption levels per capita 

will soon rival those of America, and, when they 

do, the Chinese government will need to find an 

extra 68 million acres of farmland to grow an 

extra 277 million tons of grain — an amount that 

does not exist anywhere in the world (Bond 17). 

Today, the meat industry alone accounts for eight 

percent of the entire (developed and 

undeveloped) world's water usage (Bond 19). As 

this meat consumption rises, the meat industry 

will have to invade natural ecosystems to make 

room to grow animal feed.

Why is this bad? Because of what experts call 

externalities, which are simply things not paid for 

as a part of the natural production of a good. For 

example, let's consider the environmental costs of 

supplying our meat demands: the production of 

only a single half-pound beef patty has the same 

environmental impact of driving a three-thousand 

pound car ten miles (Fiala). However, driving my 

car costs much more than eating my hamburger, 

because the government taxes transportation to 

make the cost of driving reflect the long term 

damage it causes to our planet.  Meat production, 

however, isn’t taxed this way, even though it’s 

responsible for even more externalities than 

driving a car is. Michael Bond, writing for 

Engineering & Technology, reveals that the meat 

industry is responsible for fifty-five percent of the 

soil erosion in the United States, in addition to 

thirty-two percent and thirty-three percent of 

respective nitrogen and phosphorus levels in 

freshwater (19). And all of this pollution is 

escaping our notice, hidden by the relatively low 

price of meat.

The reason for this pollution was detailed by 

Elizabeth Kolbert in The New Yorker. In “Flesh of 

Your Flesh,” she quotes author Jonathan Foer, 

explaining:

Animals produce a lot of [waste]. Crowded 

into “concentrated animal feeding 

operations,” or CAFOS, they can produce 

entire cities’ worth...Unlike cities, though, 

CAFOS have no waste-treatment systems. 

The shit simply gets dumped in holding 

ponds. Imagine...if “every man, woman, and 

37

West, “A Chicken in Every Pot”



child in every city and town in all of 

California and all of Texas crapped and 

pissed in a huge open-air pit for a day. Now 

imagine that they don’t do this for just a day, 

but all year round, in perpetuity.” Not 

surprisingly, the shit in the ponds tends to 

migrate to nearby streams and rivers, causing 

algae blooms that kill fish and leave behind 

aquatic “dead zones.”

Kolbert is right to be concerned. According to 

recent estimates by the Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA), at least “thirty-five thousand miles 

of American waterways have been contaminated 

by animal excrement” (Kolbert). The implication 

for the environment is that livestock production 

destroys biodiversity by polluting natural rivers 

and streams across the globe.

Meat does more to harm the environment 

than just polluting our water supplies, though. It 

is also terribly inefficient in terms of energy input 

versus output. Raising and feeding livestock 

takes up vast amounts of land that could be used 

for other things. According to John Gartner, an 

author for Matter Network (a site devoted to 

announcements and promotions of sustainable 

technologies and lifestyles), we would have much 

more land to grow crops and create fuels such as 

ethanol if people ate less meat. Meat production 

requires more resources — water, fertilizer, grain, 

and land — to produce the same caloric value 

than the production of non-meat alternatives, 

such as soy. Meatless Mondays, a website that 

advocates forgoing meat just one day each week, 

shows that red meat production requires ten 

times the amount of water than an equivalent 

amount of soy production (“The Math Behind 

Meatless Mondays”). What does this mean for 

our population of six billion people?

By now you've probably picked up on the 

fact that all of these predictions rely on a big 

“what if?”: what if meat consumption continues 

to rise? But are we really eating more meat today 

than we were yesterday? The answer is yes—

despite all the evidence that meat production is 

bad for the environment, consumption is actually 

rising. Bond's Engineering & Technology report 

showed that meat consumption has doubled per 

capita since 1960 (Bond 17), and it is expected to 

double again by 2050. In addition to the rise in the 

consumption of each person, we also have more 

“persons” to consume this greater amount. For 

example, according to the report, “If the Chinese 

people had consumed the same amount of meat, 

per person, in 2007 as in 1995, there would have 

been enough grain left over to support 927 million 

hungry people for an entire year” (17). So, as we 

in the prosperous United States of America 

consume more beef, we are creating hunger in the 

undeveloped and developing nations around the 

world by denying grain to starving people so we 

can it to our cows.

This is the price of having a chicken in every 

pot, and it is unacceptable. Regardless of our 

tactics, action must be taken to prevent further 

harm to ourselves, our future, and our planet. If 

nothing is done, humanity's future — the Earth's 

future — is at the very least an uncertain one. In 

order to stop killing our wildlife and our fellow 

humans, we must stop the murderer: the meat 

industry. The meat industry causes untold 

damage to the atmosphere, our ecosystems, and 

each other — and this damage is easy to stop. 

However, as an ethical issue, the solution must be 

practical, otherwise nothing will be done, and 

many people argue that solutions to fix the meat 

industry are too impractical. The good news is 

that whether we can reform the industry itself is 

not an issue. We are all “ethical agents,” capable 

of making our own choices. We must be the 

change we wish to see, as the saying goes.

As individuals, all we need to do is reduce the 

amount of meat in our diets. If we simply cut out 

meat one day each week, as the website Meatless 

Mondays suggests, we would save vast amounts of 

resources. Lowering your meat consumption by 

20% (a little more than one day a week) would do 

as much for the environment as trading your car 

in for a Prius (“Livestock's Long Shadow”) — and 
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it would be a lot cheaper, too. In fact, the 

estimated annual energy savings of a “meatless 

Monday” would be the amount of fuel required 

to send the entire population of Dallas on solo 

trips to the moon, with money left over (“The 

Math Behind Meatless Mondays”). I wouldn't 

pack your bags just yet, but that's an astounding 

fact.

Consider where the chicken in your pot 

comes from. From the grain it eats, to the waste it 

creates, to the supermarket where you buy it 

conveniently packaged and pre-cut, that chicken 

consumes resources, and we shouldn't just 

assume that these resources are infinite. The costs 

are far too great to ignore, and they are easy to 

reduce. Next Monday, go without meat. I'm not 

asking for you to give up Sunday, I'm not asking 

you to give up Tuesday. I am asking you to 

change — not to give up, but to change — three of 

your meals during the week to exclude meat. This 

small adjustment will help to ensure the 

sustainability of living on this planet.
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n a bright sunny Tuesday morning, I 

sit down for some breakfast only to 

realize I am fresh out of apples for my 

morning cereal. That evening, I head to the su-

permarket to replenish my kitchen supplies. As I 

venture around the produce section looking for 

apples and other fruits, I scour the prices as well 

as the physical condition of the goods. As I also 

observe the other shoppers carefully selecting 

their preferred produce, I begin to notice the dif-

ferent “types” of goods available. The types I am 

referring to don’t aren’t differences in category, 

like Gala and Fuji apples. I’m referring to the dif-

ference in how the produce was planted, grown, 

and harvested, more specifically, the distinction 

between genetically modified (GM) and organic 

foods. Some of the apples, which are labeled or-

ganic, are pricier and bruised, while the apples 

that aren’t labeled are less expensive and have a 

glossy shine. At first glance, my eyes are attracted 

to the low cost and physical appeal of the regular 

produce. As I bag a few of these apples, I notice a 

woman in her early thirties place a bag of organic 

apples into her cart. At that moment, I began to 

wonder what both of our food selections say 

about who we are and how they characterize us. 

Now, you may be wondering what GM and 

organic foods have to do with the average con-

sumer and grocery shopping, but before you dis-

miss this as beyond the realm of your personal 

O
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world, it is important to know that this connec-

tion illustrates what an innocent trip to the mar-

ket reveals about our deep personal values. Every 

time we enter a supermarket, we are faced with 

the same question: GM or organic? While the or-

ganic foods are labeled as such, the GM foods are 

not. While this could throw a loop into the argu-

ment, it is precisely this lack of labeling that dis-

tinguishes GM foods. Seventy to seventy-five 

percent of the food we eat has in some way been 

genetically modified (Bich, Fernandez, and Gab-

riel 37). So any produce grown through conven-

tional agriculture, which doesn’t necessarily ad-

here to organic farming practices, usually in-

cludes some kind of modification. We can, there-

fore, eliminate conventional agriculture from the 

discussion and focus on the fact that most of the 

foods we readily consume today have been scien-

tifically enhanced. This leaves us with the same 

two choices: GM and organic. 

When we buy one type of food, we are not 

only buying the product; we are also accepting all 

the qualities that are associated with its type. We 

give preference to a particular set of characteris-

tics that comply with the advantages and the dis-

advantages of either GM or organic foods. For 

example, the “quality” of organic foods would be 

Organic produce at a San Francisco supermarket



characterized as natural, environmentally 

friendly, and costly, while that of GM foods 

would be enhanced, environmentally costly, and 

cheaper. Thus, by buying one type or the other, 

we are unconsciously conveying which set of 

principles we value more highly. While a simple 

stop at the store can be innocent enough, our food 

selections reveal how highly we prioritize health 

vs. aesthetics or the environment vs. cost, for ex-

ample. These little unintentional decisions can 

reveal what is deep inside our soul, possibly in-

formation that we aren’t even aware of, and this 

is what makes this issue all the more alarming. 

This process exposes food’s true power: the capa-

bility of revealing our innermost thoughts about 

ourselves and the environment through simple 

decisions like the purchase of a bag of apples. 

GM foods and organic foods differ greatly in 

one specific aspect: how they are produced. Or-

ganic plants are grown without chemical toxins 

such as synthetic pesticides, herbicides, or artifi-

cial fertilizers (Stone). Organic animals are raised 

without any harmful additives like antibiotics or 

growth hormones and fed through rotational 

grazing and mixed forage pastures (Gold). How-

ever, organic farmers focus not only on the plants 

and animals themselves but also on environ-

mental conservation by using renewable re-

sources and observing minimal soil and water 

use. These methods are implemented in order to 

minimize pollution of the air, soil, and water 

(Gold). 

While organic farming involves a very small 

degree of human intervention by decreasing the 

use of manmade additives in nature’s work, ge-

netically modified food production revolves 

around the complete opposite way of thinking. In 

contrast to organic foods, genetically modified 

foods are produced by altering the genes in mi-

croorganisms, animals, and plants (Kunkel and 

Luccia). More specifically, genetic modification 

involves inserting an isolated gene from one spe-

cies into another species to produce a certain de-

sired characteristic, such as pesticide resistance. 

This can enhance the nutritional content or ap-

pearance of the product or increase its survival 

and production rate, depending on the added 

gene. Both the pros and cons of GM foods and 

organic foods help inform the consumers of the 

ethics and principles behind each “quality” in 

order to weigh their food decision. Therefore, 

closer examination of these advantages and dis-

advantages of organic and GM foods is necessary 

in order to characterize each type.

At first glance, organic foods can be very ad-

vantageous to consumers. Since there isn’t a con-

cern about artificial chemicals added to these 

foods, organic foods are considered safer than 

their GM equivalents (Kunkel and Luccia). Fur-

thermore, the lack of pesticides helps the envi-

ronment by reducing the amount of toxins in the 

air, soil, and water (Stone). Instead of toxins, or-

ganic farmers use natural materials for compost. 

Consequently, this returns more nutrients back to 

the soil, so the food growing in the soil has more 

nutrients and antioxidants. Studies have even 

shown “that organic foods have higher amounts 

of minerals and some vitamins, less heavy metals, 

better quality protein, and less nitrates” than 

foods grown through other methods (Fong). 

Other studies have found “greater concentrations 

of every vitamin and mineral researched” and 

“less pesticide residues, and higher amounts of 

omega-3 fatty acids” in organic foods (Stone). 

Additional environmental advantages include 

soil fertility, increased biodiversity, greater water 

conservation, and better treatment of animals and 

nature (Kunkel and Luccia). All of these benefits 

provide an appealing option that is safer for the 

environment and healthier to eat than GM foods. 

Some consumers believe these nutritional and 

environmental benefits become apparent in the 

enhanced flavor of organic foods. Because of the 

extra effort, time, and farming methods used in 

organic farming, “organically grown fruit and 

vegetables are full of flavor, meats are more in-

tense, and grains are heartier” (Stone). In ex-

change for the better flavor, organic foods cost 
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more as well, providing economic benefits for 

small-scale farmers. With this price incentive, 

smaller farms have the potential to compete with 

larger, industrial-sized farms by switching to or-

ganic food production (Fong). Because larger 

farming operations value productivity and high 

yields, they tend to steer away from organic 

foods. Since organic foods are mainly provided 

by smaller farms, they have a lower production 

amount, which in turn increases their market 

cost. Thus, having the organic food label inher-

ently associates all the benefits of organic produc-

tion methods—their distinct “quality”—with the 

food. Purchasing food with this label therefore 

indicates that the consumer prioritizes issues like 

the preservation of the environment and the sup-

port of the underdog, specifically smaller local 

farms.

However, organic foods also come with their 

share of disadvantages, which help define their 

quality as well. Because of the higher standards 

required for farming, organic foods can cost 15-

20% more than those conventionally grown 

(Fong). Another part of the high cost comes from 

the environment-polluting transportation re-

quired to bring small quantities of organic foods 

long distances, arguably reversing their environ-

mental benefits. These high costs also make it 

hard for everyone to buy them. Since many peo-

ple don’t have the luxury of choosing the more 

expensive food option, organic foods create an 

aura of aristocracy among food shoppers. How-

ever, this doesn’t mean the foods themselves are 

better. In some ways, they are far from it. For ex-

ample, the sizes of produce and the crop yields 

are generally smaller, and the produce may be in 

worse condition compared to longer-sustaining 

GM foods (Kunkel and Luccia). Also, since or-

ganic markets aren’t very efficient in regard to 

distribution and sales, the physical condition of 

organic foods at selling time can be much worse 

than when originally produced (Fong). This can 

drive consumers away from organic foods to-

wards better-looking GM produce, depending on 

what the consumers value more: nutrition or ap-

pearance.

From an understanding of the advantages and 

disadvantages of organic foods, we can form its 

definition of their “quality.”  For instance, organic 

farms use natural compost and fertilizers which 

are safer for the environment and the people. Be-

cause of this careful consideration for nature, the 

food itself has proven to be healthier for the con-

sumers, from the more nutrient-rich soil and 

cleaner water runoff. Organic meat is also more 

natural for the consumer because animals are 

treated more humanely and without hormones. 

These advantages come to fruition in terms of 

taste and flavor. Because organic foods are natural 

with no artificial additives or growth hormones 

and can’t weather the extended transport times, 

the condition at selling time is worse than that of 

GM foods at selling time. Since so much care is 

given in preserving nature, this reduces the crop 

yields and produce sizes and increases food cost 

for the consumers. Thus, by focusing on the needs 

of the environment, the consumers have to relin-

quish some advantages that they may find in GM 

foods. This ethic characterizes much of what or-

ganic food represents: prioritizing the environ-

ment. By buying these foods, organic food con-

sumers value the environment and their own 

health more than they would convenience and 

aesthetics, despite the high cost. 

Now that we have looked at the “quality” of 

organic foods, let’s turn to genetically modified 

foods. Since seventy to seventy-five percent of the 

food we eat has in some way been genetically 

modified (Bich, Fernandez, and Gabriel 37), there 

must be some advantages that account for the 

abundance of these products in the market. Be-

cause genetic modifications alter genes in order to 

promote desired characteristics, proponents of 

GM foods claim that they can meet certain eco-

nomic and consumer needs by increasing the 

amount of food produced, concentrating the nu-

tritional value, and enhancing the appearance of 

foods. To increase crop yields, for example, scien-

tists from Washington State University, along with 
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Japanese colleagues, inserted genes from corn 

crops into rice, hoping to increase rice production 

around the world, feed the population of rice-

producing nations, and stimulate their economies 

(Bich, Fernandez, and Gabriel 37). This resulted 

in lower prices for consumers. For better nutri-

tion, researchers at the Swiss Federal Institute of 

Technology and Institute for Plant Sciences cre-

ated a strain of rice containing significant 

amounts of Vitamin A, helping those populations 

that consume inadequate amounts of the vitamin 

(Whitman). Scientists have even gone so far as to 

transform food into edible vaccines by implant-

ing GM vegetables with vaccines to immunize the 

consumer (Langridge). Not only are edible vac-

cines easier to ship and handle, but they can also 

be administered in a much safer and more effi-

cient manner than needle vaccines. GM foods are 

also manipulated to enhance appearance and du-

rability (Kunkel and Luccia). These artificial en-

hancements prioritize three of the consumers’ 

primary concerns: cost, nutrition, and appear-

ance.

These advantages also extend economically 

to GM farmers. GM food supporters point out 

that some GM crops are stronger, able to with-

stand harsher conditions, and resistant to pesti-

cides and herbicides. For example, a gene from 

cold-water fish can be inserted into crops like to-

bacco and potato to prevent the seedlings from 

dying due to cold temperatures (Whitman). By 

genetically modifying crops to be resistant to cer-

tain pesticides, as was tried with B.t. corn, re-

searchers hope to reduce or eliminate the need for 

pesticides (Whitman). Furthermore, herbicide 

resistance, as seen in GM soybeans resistant to the 

herbicide Roundup, is said to reduce herbicide 

applications and runoff (Whitman). As a result, 

GM foods can theoretically increase crop adapt-

ability as well as reduce farm costs and labor.

But even though GM foods increase conven-

ience and decrease cost, GM foods have numer-

ous disadvantages as well. Unpredictable aller-

gies can arise by adding genes from common al-

lergens to other foods (Whitman). Genetic en-

hancements can have an impact on the environ-

ment as well, such as unintended harm to other 

organisms. In the case of B.t. corn, engineered to 

be pesticide resistant, studies have shown the pol-

len from B.t. corn to cause a high mortality rate 

among monarch butterfly caterpillars (Whitman). 

The irony is that monarch butterfly caterpillars 

don’t eat corn, but milkweed plants, which some 

fear become contaminated with the pollen from 

the GM corn strains, inadvertently killing the cat-

erpillars (Whitman). Further ramifications include 

the creation of super weeds, which can occur 

from accidental crossbreeding between weeds 

herbicide resistant crops Whitman). When this 

occurs, these super weeds will also become herbi-

cide resistant, making the weeds harder to man-

age without increased pesticide application. An-

other environmental factor is GM foods’ effect on 

organic farms. When the pollen from GM crops 

contaminates organic plants, they can’t be sold at 

full price since they aren’t purely “organic” (De-

neen). As a result of this inevitable effect, GM 

foods threaten the very existence of organic foods, 

making it impossible to continue growing both 

types of food indefinitely. These detrimental ef-

fects on the environment play key roles in how 

GM foods contrast with organic food.  

To sum up, we can now begin to determine 

GM foods’ definition of “quality.” Since GM foods 

can increase food production, they not only en-

sure an immediately reliable supply of food for 

our ever-growing population, but also decrease 

the general cost for shoppers. This prioritization 

of people over nature is supported by the advan-

tages GM foods provide farmers: stronger and 

more readily adaptable crops resistant to pesti-

cides and herbicides, which consequently reduce 

farm costs and labor. By making GM foods more 

convenient to consumers and financially wiser for 

farmers, scientists have to maintain these benefits 

at the expense of the environment. For, example, 

GM foods can unintentionally harm the environ-

ment or other organisms, like with the monarch 
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butterfly caterpillars and the creation of new al-

lergens. In exchange for appearance, lower cost, 

convenience, and possibly better appearance and 

nutrition, people sacrifice the preservation of na-

ture and the environment. This way of thinking 

indicates GM food consumers prioritize their 

immediate needs over nature. By choosing GM 

foods over organic, GM food shoppers value cer-

tain factors like convenience and cost over the 

health of the planet and perhaps the health of 

their own bodies. 

About a month after my first shopping expe-

dition, I went to the store again in search for more 

apples. However, this time was different—ac-

companying me were my mother and aunt. While 

I expected this trip to be like any other, I quickly 

realized that I couldn’t be any farther from the 

truth. My mother and aunt are alike in that they 

are both sisters, Indians, and physicians, but they 

are radically different in terms of their opinions 

and thought processes. My aunt is a health-nut 

while my mother is more financially pragmatic, 

and there are obvious differences in their shop-

ping selections that reveal their priorities. When 

we arrived at the produce section on this shop-

ping trip, I not only participated in the uncon-

scious revelation of my soul, but I witnessed it in 

action—from both sides of the spectrum! My aunt 

immediately checked for a bag of organic apples 

she liked, while my mother’s eyes scoped the unit 

pricing on the generic apples. At that moment, I 

finally understood the deeper meaning behind 

each definition of quality.  Food is not just food; 

food encompasses a set of ideals shared by its 

consumers. My aunt, who after multiple health 

problems values health above matters like cost 

and appearance, often buys organic foods. On the 

other end of the spectrum, my mother rarely 

spends a penny without careful consideration, 

and she considers cost and convenience a bigger 

priority than possibly saving the environment. 

These observations parallel what each “quality” 

of their respective food preferences prioritizes as 

well, indicating that food reveals more about a 

person than they may even know themselves. For 

instance, while a GM food consumer may con-

sciously proclaim their full support for the envi-

ronment, their actions may prove contradictory 

and divulge what they really value. Just as our car 

decisions (gas-powered or electric) or furniture 

preferences (leather or cotton) subtly indicate 

where our priorities lie in terms of cost, conven-

ience, and environmental values, our food selec-

tions manifest a large part of who we are to the 

public. By being aware of this unconscious dis-

play, we can finally understand what we value 

and match that accordingly to our conscious opin-

ions, empowering not only ourselves but also our 

food choices.
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