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e got the school to play her favorite 

song, he bought her flowers, classmates 

held up signs of support, and Tiffany 

Gay said yes” (“See”). These words begin a video 

that went viral featuring a high school girl with 

Prader-Willi syndrome1 getting asked to prom by 

the school’s middle linebacker. Many of us have 

seen videos like it circulating on Facebook or 

Twitter and felt inspired by the good intentions 

they portray. As we watch videos like this, it is 

easy to think, “Isn’t it incredibly selfless of a 

football player to take a girl like Tiffany Gay to his 

prom? He must be a great kid.” While it can 

appear sweet and positive, it is actually 

dehumanizing to Tiffany. To clarify, I do not see 

anything wrong with this “prom-posal” if the 

football player truly has selfless motives for taking 

Tiffany as his date to prom. The actual problem 

lies in how the media portrayed this event, 

essentially lifting the football player to the status 

of hero and reducing Tiffany to the recipient of his 

benevolent act of charity. The football player and 

his actions are glorified, but the audience is left 

“H

1

The Paradox of Seeing the 
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viewing Tiffany as an outsider, as someone 

whose physical condition somehow elicits an 

exceptional response from others. As this video 

and others like it spread rapidly through social 

media, they do nothing to foster our 

understanding of disabilities and instead 

propagate the stereotype that a disabled person is 

helpless and incomplete. Stereotypes such as this 

permeate our society, manifesting in social 

representations of the disabled, which includes 

the language our culture uses to describe the 

disabled, and images circulated via the web that 

portray the disabled in demeaning ways.

There are multiple recordings of that prom-

posal demonstrate the ways media can easily 

skew reality and intentions. The first video, 

referenced above, is one that USA Today, an 

American middle-market newspaper, cropped 

and edited to create a feel-good online video clip. 

However, there is a raw video clip available from 

ABC News that reveals Tiffany’s complete 

response to the situation. At the beginning, 

Tiffany walks outside the school and then is 

obviously terrified by everything that is going on 

around her, and maybe even by the fact that she 

is at the center of attention. There is music 

playing and at least twenty-five people watching 

her. Tiffany is almost in tears, but the woman she 

is holding on to, most likely her special education 

teacher, tells her, “Go, go, Tiff, it’s a prom-

proposal.” Eventually, the football player comes 

right up to her and marches her through the herd 

of people with signs that announce his intentions 

to take Tiffany to prom. The entire time, Tiffany is 

cowering and hiding her face, almost in tears. No 

one who is a part of this situation seems to have 

even considered that Tiffany, who lives with 

Prader-Willi syndrome, may not want extra 

attention. The football player got what he 

wanted, a date to prom, but Tiffany never asked 

to be the star of an inspirational online video. The 

video of Tiffany’s raw reaction contrasted with 

the edited video posted by USA Today 

demonstrates how media can easily crop and edit 

situations to make them appear a certain way. In 

1According to Mayo Clinic’s website, Prader-Willi 
syndrome is a rare genetic disorder that is present at 
birth and results in a range of physical, mental, and 
behavioral problems. A person with this disorder is also 
at high risk for obesity because he/she never feels full 
and instead is constantly hungry.



this case, USA Today chose not to show Tiffany’s 

initial terror and discomfort, but instead to focus 

on how lucky Tiffany should feel as the recipient 

of this popular boy’s attention. It is far too easy 

for this video and other false representations of 

disability to spread through social media and 

influence the audience’s views of people with 

disabilities. 

False representations over time lead to the 

formation of stereotypes and create social stigma. 

Andrew A. Phemister and Nancy M. Crewe 

define social stigma as “a socially constructed 

phenomenon that may serve as a reminder to 

persons with visible disabilities that society views 

them as ‘different’ and devalues them as a 

result” (33). In effect, social stigma causes the 

able-bodied community to “other” those with 

disabilities, meaning that they view the disabled 

as separate from “normal” society. Stigma is 

obvious when someone uses derogatory language 

to describe a person with disabilities as a “crip” 

or a “freak,” but more often, our society others 

those with disabilities in subtler ways, as in the 

video of Tiffany Gay. The USA Today video 

stigmatizes Tiffany by portraying her as the object 

of the football player’s good intentions and 

makes it seem as if she should be forever grateful 

to this boy for his act of kindness to her. As the 

video of Tiffany went viral on the Internet, it 

made both her and her disability hypervisible to 

the rest of society. Such mechanical reproduction 

of images of people with disabilities reduces the 

disabled person to a spectacle for society to gaze 

upon.

But the paradox of society’s view of the 

disabled is that while a person’s physically 

apparent disability makes them hypervisible to 

society, it simultaneously makes them invisible in 

public settings because people now see them as 

incapable of conventional successes and failures, 

and mainstream society ends up passing them 

over. The consequence of these perceptions of the 

disabled is that it fosters an environment of not 

only blatant, but also subtle discrimination. 

Whether blatant or subtle, and regardless of 

intention, media representations of the disabled 

frequently make a spectacle of people with 

disabilities. The disabled person becomes 

hypervisible in a way that either stigmatizes or 

idealizes them in relation to their disability. 

Tiffany’s perspective and actual experience of the 

moment are erased by USA Today. Yet, despite 

hypervisibility in media portrayals, the disabled 

remain invisible to the able-bodied community, 

marginalized by society while pursuing life goals 

such as going to college or getting a job. The 

paradox of this hypervisibility and invisibility 

that the disabled community experiences due to 

media representations and social stigma has 

devastating effects upon the way people with 

disabilities view themselves and also limits public 

understanding of disabled person’s individual 

experiences and disposition. 

Physical Disabilities, Social Stigma, 

and Popular Culture

Society tends to other and devalue those with 

a visible disability because of pre-existing social 

stigma. In a study conducted by Kashina Harma, 

Anne Gombert, and Jean-Yves Roussey, this type 

of preconceived social stigma is called “social 

representation,” which these researches define as 

“the set of knowledge, beliefs and opinions about 

a given social object that are shared by a 

group” (312). Social representation, then, is 

shaped by a society’s current norms for how 

people should look and act. Harma, Gombert, and 

Roussey conclude that “people whose bodies, 

senses and minds are mostly in good working 

order represent the social ‘norm’, and individuals 

with disabilities constitute an exception to that 

‘norm’ and are thus regarded as ‘different’” (324). 

People who fall outside of society’s accepted 

norms are almost always othered by society. It is 

when this social distinction arises that people start 

to stigmatize the disabled by placing them outside 

of a category they would otherwise belong to. 

Because stigmatization is often based on physical 
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appearances, it follows that the degree to which 

the disability is visible affects how society sees 

the disabled person as a whole. This assumption 

is supported by the results of an experiment that 

Harma, Gombert, and Roussey conducted in 

which they took a sample of multiple students’ 

“social representation of otherness” by analyzing 

their answers to a free-response question. They 

found that the students more consistently focused 

on the physical attributes of disabled students 

than on their personality traits and concluded, 

“Physical appearance thus appears to carry more 

weight in the social representation of otherness 

when individuals are confronted with visible 

signs of this otherness” (Harma, et al., 323). So, 

the more visible the disability, the more 

“different” or removed the person with the 

disability appears from the so-called norms of 

society such as having a young, slim, and 

attractive body. Consequently, there is a spectrum 

upon which the able-bodied community views 

and therefore stigmatizes disabled persons 

dependent upon the visibility of the disability 

itself. When people have disabilities that affect 

physical appearance, such as Tiffany Gay’s 

Prader-Willi syndrome, it frequently means they 

do not meet cultural standard of normality and 

beauty and can be stigmatized as a result. This 

stigmatization of the visibility of disability is the 

underlying factor that leads our society to both 

consciously and subconsciously categorize 

disabled persons as “other.” 

Portrayals of the disabled community in 

popular culture and media continue to strongly 

foster social stigma and stereotypes largely due to 

the general lack of education and real-life 

experience that most able-bodied people have 

with disabled people. As a result, different 

aspects of culture propagate false and pre-

conceived notions about the disabled that then 

turn into stigmatization and stereotyping, which 

are both forms of othering. Stereotypes of 

disabilities are usually based on some sort of true 

experience with disabilities that an individual 

then exaggerates or misconstrues. An example is 

that they are not fully human because they are not 

able to think, behave, or function on accepted or 

average societal levels. Another is that if the 

handicapped person somehow manages to live 

successfully, he or she is exceptional and deserves 

both attention and praise. Marilynn Phillips 

discusses stereotypes in relation to disabilities, 

saying that stereotypes often are expressed in 

words such as clichés, common sayings, and 

slogans (849). Because stereotypes are often 

pointed speech, they affect the way society sees 

and treats people with disabilities. “For example, 

although the phrase ‘damaged goods’ more often 

refers to products than to people, it can be 

metaphorically transferred from product to 

person in a society which idealizes commodity, 

uniformity, and predictability. Those failing to 

meet such standards are re-classified as irregulars, 

seconds, damaged goods” (Phillips 850). As 

society hears and uses terms such as “damaged 

good” or “irregular” to refer to a person in the 

disabled community, it essentially others that 

person, changing the way society views and 

interacts with the disabled. 

Words have the potential to lessen people to a 

fraction of their whole selves by degrading them. 

In Phillips asked a disabled woman named 

Bonnie about her personal experience with 

stereotypes. Bonnie said that words that reduce 

people to their physiological parts both devalue 

the social self and damage the private self 

(Phillips 851). For Bonnie, stereotypes harmed not 

only how society saw her, but how she saw 

herself. The effect of demeaning words that foster 

a spirit of othering extends beyond how society 

views the disabled and actually effects a disabled 

person’s own sense of self-worth. Citing 

Canadian-American sociologist Erving Goffman, 

Phillips concludes, “Such words and images 

effectively penetrate cultural consciousness, 

predicting social interactions” (851). The 

stereotypes embedded in our society through 

culture and media have so penetrated the public’s 
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mind that they not only affect how the able-

bodied community sees those with disabilities, 

but also affect how they see themselves. 

Some of the social stigma that surrounds 

disability is due to pre-existing negative ideas 

about the disabled within elements of popular 

culture such as movies and films. In 

contemporary Western societies, popular culture 

influences audiences both consciously and 

subconsciously, so TV and film portrayals of 

social issues such as disability have a strong effect 

on the way that mainstream society thinks about 

and views the disabled. This power of TV and 

film could be used to increase understanding and 

foster an inclusive environment to bring the 

disabled and able-bodied communities together if 

these media were used in an appropriate manner. 

However, TV and film do a demonstrably poor 

job of accurately representing the disabled. Jessica 

Evans reports that “Studies of the representation 

of disabled people have shown that disabled 

people are habitually screened out of television, 

fiction, and documentary programmes or else 

occur in a limited number of roles” (275). It is not 

often that disabled people are shown in 

advertisements or chosen for roles in blockbuster 

films today; however, when they are, the 

physically impaired character is often shown as 

the villain or as representing some evil force. 

Classic examples of this type of cultural 

representation of the disabled are Captain Hook 

in Peter Pan, Quasimodo in The Hunchback of 

Notre-Dame, and Erik in Phantom of the Opera. A 

more contemporary example is the character 

Elijah Price in Unbreakable. Elijah has osteogenesis 

imperfecta, is confined to a wheelchair, and not 

surprisingly, is the villain of the film. It is as if 

these films have assumed that a deformed body 

leads to a deformed soul. The overt association of 

disability with moral corruption or inherent 

badness is largely assumed in visual culture and 

affects society’s notions about the disabled, which 

leads to their social stigmatization. As extreme as 

the association is between disability and 

corruption, it was equally extreme and harmful 

when the media portrayed Tiffany Gay as a 

completely innocent, young girl who should feel 

nothing but grateful and honored by the attention 

she received from a football player. Movies, films, 

and even You Tube videos can falsely portray 

disabilities and subtly contribute to social 

stigmatization and stereotyping.

Interrogating Inspirational Stories

However, not all cultural representations of 

disability are overtly offensive—much of the time 

the media’s presentation of disabilities is 

destructive in a very subtle way, or spun in a 

positive light so that the producers and viewers 

may not even be aware of its dehumanizing 

affects. Images and videos casting a disabled 

person in an inspirational light are prevalent 

throughout social media, as well as in 

newspapers and daytime TV. Inspirational stories 

like the one about a prom-posal can reduce the 

feelings and thoughts of the disabled person to 

zero for the sake of inspiring the audience. The 
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same distortion can happen with photos. The 

image on the previous page is an example of a 

picture that someone turned into a meme to 

motivate and inspire those who see it. But really, 

it is exploiting this boy because the meme causes 

an able-bodied viewer to feel better about his or 

her life when they compare it to the life of the 

disabled little boy. Thousands of viewers 

circulated this image and others like it through 

social media such as Facebook and Twitter. This 

image creates a spectacle of the young boy 

captured in the picture and reduces him from a 

person to a fixture of the web that can be 

“favorited” and “liked.” While at first glance this 

image might seem cute and inspirational, it really 

is exploitative of this boy and of people with 

disabilities in general. 

In contrast to representing the disabled as 

villains, inspirational portrayals seem like a step 

forward in overcoming social stigma and not only 

accepting, but celebrating, the disabled. Some 

news producers and heads of charities argue that 

because living life as a disabled person is 

extremely difficult both mentally and physically, 

our culture should honor them by looking to 

them for inspiration and holding them up as 

symbols of overcoming adversity. But in actuality,  

the idealization of the life of the disabled as 

something extraordinary fails to bring them into 

society, and does nothing to encourage any sort of 

mutual understanding between able-bodied and 

disabled people. Instead, it only sustains the 

contrast between these two communities and 

subtly encourages a segregated “us and them” 

social mentality. Stella Young, a comedian who is 

paralyzed and wheelchair bound, asked her 

audience at a 2014 Ted Talk to reassess how they 

see the disabled and challenged them not to 

believe the lie that “disability makes you 

exceptional.” She said that many people think 

this way simply because they have only ever 

experienced disabled people as “objects of 

inspiration” (Young). Young goes on to 

undermine the idea that such photos are useful 

because they create inspirational perceptions by 

categorizing them as “inspiration porn” in which 

the disabled person is objectified so that able-

bodied people can feel better about their own 

lives. According to Young, “The purpose of these 

images is to inspire you, to motivate you, so that 

we can look at them and think, ‘Well, however 

bad my life is, it could be worse. I could be that 

person’.” Having thoughts like these constitutes 

the very act of othering those with disabilities 

because we are essentially comparing our lives to 

the life of a disabled person and placing them in a 

category separate from how we see ourselves and 

the rest of “normal” society. Perceiving the 

disabled strictly as overcomers and as sources for 

stories to inspire us is a common, exploitative, 

and harmful form of othering that only 

perpetuates the stigma of disability.

The type of othering that occurs via media 

circulation of inspirational photos and stories is 

related to the type of othering that occurs with 

charities. While charities’ intentions are usually to 

help the disabled, they often promote their 

projects by using demeaning images of disabled 

people. Charities often use sad or undignified 

images of the disabled to play upon people’s 

feelings of pity and to stimulate people to give 

their money or time. But if feelings of pity or 

humanitarian acts are rooted in the thought that 

we are better human beings because we give to a 

certain charity, it is arguable that pity and 

altruism are linked to forms of hatred and 

aggression. Feeling badly about an individual’s 

disability and giving to a charity does not solve 

the deeper problem of how society views the 

disabled. In fact, feeling that we did our part by 

giving to a charity often encourages us to justify 

ignoring the disabled people that we encounter 

every day.

Although it is not overtly obvious, giving to 

charities can in some instances do more harm 

than good. Evans warns that “Giving to charity is 

at the same time an act of kindness and an act of 

rejection, making the giver feel whole and 
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separate; these contradictory values are what 

makes the treatment of disabled people an arena 

of conflicting values” (283). While giving to a 

charity is socially considered a kind and 

benevolent act, it can also be an effective way of 

further stigmatizing and othering the disabled. 

Often the way charities portray the disabled as 

objects of need causes us as potential donors to 

look at disability from the standpoint of being 

able-bodied and think, What can I “do” for them? 

Instead of this attitude, which essentially uses 

giving as a way of making us feel whole, we 

should be thinking about how we can better 

include the disabled in our society by noticing 

them and engaging them in everyday 

conversations, making them feel whole, instead of 

separate and passed over.

Practical Implications in Disabled Lives

Because of underlying social stigma and 

stereotypes, people with disabilities are often 

othered by society as they try to simply go about 

their normal lives. As much as society might 

claim to be inspired and in awe of people with 

disabilities living normal lives, studies show that 

people with visible disabilities are less likely to be 

employed than are so-called “normal,” able-

bodied people. Erin Martz looked at statistical 

predictors of employment among community 

college students with disabilities, finding that the 

odds of employment are greater if the person’s 

disability is invisible rather than visible. She also 

found that employers are often affected by 

stereotypes due to the social misrepresentation of 

the disabled community as a whole. Martz 

concluded: 

in the work setting, employers often carry 

stereotypical notions about employing people 

with disabilities such as expectations that 

individuals with disabilities are weak and 

incompetent. Hence, having a visible 

disability may decrease the ability of 

individuals to obtain and maintain 

employment, due to the stigmatization of 

visible disabilities, despite legislation such as 

the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 

(Martz 158).

The harm of potential employers viewing the 

disabled through stereotypes is not only that it 

keeps the individual from getting a job, but 

employers are allowing the physical aspects of 

individuals to overshadow their strengths as 

potential employees. 

Something akin to this overshadowing also 

happens within institutes of higher education as 

well, especially in recruitment and admission. Sue 

Ralph and Kathy Boxwell analyzed UK 

universities’ publicity materials and found that 

many universities are not as focused on recruiting 

disabled students as they are on recruiting from 

minority ethnic groups (383). Instead they found 

that “most of the images of disabled students are 

placed in a separate disability section and not 

fully included in all parts of undergraduate 

prospectuses” (Ibid.). Sadly, disability is still being 

represented as something “special” that needs to 

be separate from mainstream society. While it is 

absolutely true that people with disabilities do 

need specific accommodation, it is important that 

we do not other them in the process of providing 

it. When disabled people are not included in 

mainstream society, the able-bodied community is 

robbed of a richer and more diverse community. If 

social institutions continue to wrongly perceive 

and stereotype people with disabilities and not 

even give them a chance to get a job or earn an 

education, false views will continue to affect 

disabled people’s ability to live somewhat 

normally and independently and therefore 

positively affect their self-perception and sense of 

worth. 

In a society that values work, independence, 

health, and good looks, it is almost certain that 

people with disabilities will feel perpetually 

stigmatized and think poorly about themselves 

because they might not ever be able to achieve 

those goals. Stuart A. Read and his colleagues 

studied identity in relation to persons with 

Cerebral Palsy, a disability that is extremely 

noticeable; they give a definition of the makeup of 
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identities, explaining that “Personal identity 

reflects how people see themselves as unique 

individuals (and in comparison to other 

individuals), whereas social identity refers to how 

people view themselves as members of 

meaningful social groups (and in comparison to 

other groups)” (1163). If the able-bodied 

community sees people with disabilities as 

people defined not by their personality or 

passions, but by their disability itself, this view 

negatively affects the way that the person with 

disabilities sees themselves because they feel that 

others will always see them as incapable and less 

than the “norm.” Phemister and Crewe warn that 

viewing the disabled in these demeaning and 

stigmatizing ways has far-reaching consequences 

because it encourages some people to see other 

people as naturally inferior to the rest of society 

(35). In this case, it is the able-bodied who see the 

disabled community as naturally inferior. 

The stigma of inferiority surrounding 

disability in turn affects the way that disabled 

people feel about and see themselves. “Stigma 

dehumanizes and lessens the social value of an 

individual because he or she is appraised as 

being ‘marked’, flawed, or otherwise less than 

average” (Phemister and Crewe 35). If they are 

constantly misconstrued, othered, passed over 

and ignored by society, disabled people will start 

to see themselves negatively and begin to 

question their own self-worth. People with visible 

disabilities are always at risk of being both 

objectively self-aware and stigmatized by others, 

and are therefore at risk of accepting false views 

about themselves as truth. As disabled people are 

othered from a society whose mainstream goals 

are simply unattainable to most of the disabled 

on a practical level, they are made to stand out. 

Because the disabled do not necessarily “fit in,” 

society easily passes over and forgets them, 

which leads them to question their own worth to 

society. 

Conclusion

Instead of othering the disabled, our society 

should accept and celebrate people in all walks of 

life who may have conditions that cause them 

look or act differently. Instead of ignoring the 

disabled or perceiving them as objects of 

inspiration, we should focus on engaging them as 

fellow human beings with feelings, emotions, and 

thoughts. Rather than delegating the disabled to a 

separate sphere of society, the able-bodied 

community needs to work to bridge the gap with 

the disabled community by seeing them as equal 

members of society and by expanding public 

understanding of disabilities. A productive first 

step is recognizing that the disabled have 

emotions, ideas, and passions just like anyone 

else and probably could offer solutions to the 

problem of othering. In the case of Tiffany Gay, 

the situation could have been handled better if 

the school or the football player had simply 

approached her ahead of time and let her know 

his intentions and asked for her input and how it 

made her feel. Maybe she would have loved to go 

to prom, but would have rather skipped all the 

excitement of the prom-posal. Even informing 

Tiffany ahead of time about the intentions of the 

football player probably would have lessened her 

initial shock. In all of the viral hubbub 

surrounding the prom-posal, no one even 

stopped to ask Tiffany if this was what she 

wanted. It is far too easy for the able-bodied to 

think they already know what a disabled person 

thinks or wants. However, the problem could be 

remedied by fostering a sense of inclusivity for 

the disabled, especially by acknowledging and 

asking about the deeper qualities that make a 

person unique, such as their hopes, dreams, fears, 

and joys. It is still important to recognize the 

fundamental differences between able-bodied and 

disabled people, but individuals should learn to 

celebrate and learn about these differences 

instead of just turning aside. A paradigm shift is 

absolutely necessary for the health, life, and well-

being of people with disabilities, and a spirit of 

inclusion and celebration encourage a richer and 

more diverse community for all of society. 
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Currently, the paradigm through which the 

able-bodied community views the disabled 

community is highly paradoxical in that the 

disabled person is almost always simultaneously 

hypervisible and invisible to the rest of society. 

People with disabilities are hypervisible because 

their disability is visible, making them stand out 

in a crowd of otherwise “normal”-looking people. 

Hypervisibility leads to stereotyping and 

stigmatization of the disabled community. 

Misrepresentation of disabilities in popular 

culture such as films, TV, and social media 

perpetuates the hypervisibility of the disabled. 

But the attention that disabled people receive 

from their disability causes them to become 

invisible in that others pass over and forget them 

as persons. Often, able-bodied people experience 

feelings of confusion or discomfort in encounters 

with disabled people because they do not know 

how to treat or respond to them. And 

hypervisibility paradoxically limits their visibility 

when disabled people try to access jobs and 

education. Potential employers and schools can 

be blinded to the strengths of someone with 

disabilities because of an (sometimes 

unconscious) acceptance of pre-conceived and 

erroneous ideas. As people of the disabled 

community continue to feel invisible, they begin 

to question their own societal and personal value, 

which can have devastating effects on their own 

health and well-being. The experience of a person 

with disabilities feeling both hypervisible and 

invisible at the same time is a paradox that robs 

society of a rich, diverse community and has 

deeply negative effects upon the life and 

happiness of people with disabilities.
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hen I lived at home, my mother cooked 

nearly every day, despite being a 

working woman who earned more 

than my father. We had a neat, nuclear family, a 

family meal every evening, and an antiquated 

ideal of how an American family should behave. 

My brothers and I rotated tasks each night: one of 

us set the table, another made the salad, and the 

rest of us did the dishes afterwards. Everyone had 

a role; my mother, the cook, prepared delicious 

and often taxing meals for us nightly. But because 

we were so accustomed to her presence in the 

kitchen, our appreciation of all her hard work 

waned as the years went by. Although my mother 

was typically at the helm of the kitchen, my father 

occasionally prepared dinner. Seldom did he cook, 

and when he did it was a few simple, staple 

dishes, usually involving the grill and the oven, 

but our appreciation for his service was effusive 

and explicit, in stark contrast to the shrugged-off, 

empty “thank you’s” we threw to my mother 

while we devoured our food before she was even 

able to sit down. It wasn’t the quality of the food 

that elicited our response, for my father wasn’t a 

particularly talented cook, nor was it the effort he 

expended, for that, too, was often 

underwhelming. In our eyes, he went out of his 

W
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way to do something for us, something 

unexpected and thoughtful. We failed to realize 

that we had taken my mother’s work for granted, 

become accustomed to her position in the 

kitchen, and failed to recognize and ascribe 

meaningful value to her work. 

Many women experience the same lack of 

appreciation and absence of value for their work 

that my mother suffered by feeding our family. 

Their work in kitchens across the world in 

domestic and professional spheres is grossly 

undervalued and marginalized. Whether it’s the 

seemingly impossible feat of overcoming 

unnecessarily gendered expectations as a 

professional chef or the failure of our society to 

either remunerate or fairly distribute domestic 

labor, it is clear that women’s relationship with 

preparing food engenders unnecessary burdens 

for women in the kitchen.

It is difficult to quantify the value of 

domestic work. The work of a typical housewife 

is exhaustive, demanding, and variable; it is 

wearisome work that few actively enjoy doing. 

Despite all this, it is almost never compensated. 

In Carol Counihan’s book Around the Tuscan Table 

(2004) about gender relations in Florence, Italy, 

one interviewee, thirty-nine-year old Giovanna, 

aptly expresses this dilemma by observing that 

“a woman has to satisfy the needs of so many 

people and it would be impossible to pay 

someone to do it all; it would take so much 

money. Women’s work is taken for granted from 

generation to generation” (Counihan 97). 

Referring to duties such as preparing breakfast, 

lunch, and dinner, doing laundry, and cleaning 

the house, Giovanna is critical of the status quo 

for women in the home. While women and men 

are working comparable hours, the woman’s 

work is completely unpaid, undervalued and 

underappreciated. 

The reason for women’s unfortunate 

situation is systematic and socially constructed. 

According to Counihan, “Women were 

inculcated with expectations that they find 

fulfillment through caring for others, and it was 



hard for them to resist these expectations” (101). 

She blames the state of women’s domestic work 

on the expectations society has of them. It is 

difficult for women to extricate themselves from 

these societal expectations, as it may alienate 

them from their peers, or make it impossible for 

them to find husbands. The latter of these 

consequences can be devastating for Florentine 

women, as well as women around the world for 

whom marriage tends to considerably elevate 

their social and economic status (Counihan 98). 

Dependence on men for economic and social 

status stem from the lack of value ascribed to 

domestic work. If their work were compensated, 

women could elevate their own standing, 

achieving widespread independence heretofore 

unachieved. 

But even when women are paid for work, as 

they are in professional kitchens, they are either 

underrepresented or pigeonholed. This state of 

affairs seems paradoxical at first, considering 

women’s longstanding supremacy and history of 

experience in the domestic sphere, but is 

explained aptly by Charlotte Druckman, who 

notes that “success, for chefs, has historically 

been measured more by business acumen, 

celebrity, and marketability rather than by what 

happens at the stove” (26). Druckman, a 

journalist and feminist critical of ingrained 

gender discrimination in professional kitchens, 

argues that the path towards renown and fame at 

the stove is much more easily traversed by male 

chefs, not because of any meaningful disparity in 

qualifications, but simply because “business 

acumen” and “marketability” are not the qualities 

with which women have historically succeeded in 

the kitchen. This obstacle, like the obstacles faced 

in compensating women’s work in household 

kitchens, is systematic and pervasive. There is 

little that individuals can do to make it easier for 

women to have a fairer path to success short of 

collectively changing our preferences for 

professional chefs to reflect not business 

competency, but sheer quality of food. Cuisine, 

like any artistic or competitive medium, should be 

judged by the quality of work and the skill of the 

creator, not by gendered criteria. 

One way to achieve fair assessments is to 

address the widespread masculinity in restaurants 

across the nation, which serves as another 

seemingly impenetrable barrier for women in 

professional kitchens. Sometimes, this masculinity 

is exaggerated and aggressive, as in the case of 

Anthony Bourdain, a macho, uncouth chef who 

has had enormous success. In his memoir, Kitchen 

Confidential (2000), he flippantly and perfunctorily 

deals with harassment in his workplace, saying, “I 

have to ask Tim nicely not to sexually harass my 

runners during service . . . after work, 

please” (Bourdain 200-201). This kind of overtly 

intrusive, masculine atmosphere can make it 

difficult and undesirable for women to enter 

professional kitchens. Bourdain mentions the only 

woman in his kitchen in a very removed manner. 

He speaks of her productiveness, but fails to 

ascribe any meaningful or interesting personality 

to her, instead noting that “she’s pretty good at 

staying out of my way, and I like her” (Bourdain 

189). Later he applauds her for ability to stay 

afloat in such a male dominated environment.

Bourdain’s flat and uninspired description of 

his female employee is unfortunately not 

uncommon. There is a wider problem of male 

chefs preferring unassuming personalities that 

informs the choice of female celebrities on the 

Food Network. Its abundance of female stars is not 

a refutation of gender inequalities in the kitchen, 

for, although many women have found success 

there, it has been success guided by gendered 

roles and expectations. Nearly all the shows with 

female stars offer a homey, domestic setting in 

which a casually-clad, maternal cook calmly 

teaches the viewer how to cook something simple, 

suitable for house parties or family dinners. There 

is no excitement, unpredictability, or ambition. 

According to Druckman, this pattern “reinforce[s] 

the male-is-to-chef what female-is-to-cook 

identification” (29), which she blames for much of 
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the disparity in professional representation and 

paucity of accolades for women chefs. The 

association of men to chefs and women to cooks 

is pernicious because it makes it difficult for 

female chefs to achieve the same respect and 

status that is inherently associated with the title 

of chef. 

Television food shows, with their repetitive 

representation of women as domestic workers, 

reinforces the identification of women-as-cooks 

rather than chefs. Perhaps the most recognizable 

of these women is Rachel Ray, who rose to fame 

on the Food Network with her popular show “30 

Minute Meals,” in which she, as the title suggests, 

cooks a very quick and simple meal in what looks 

like an old-fashioned home kitchen. Ray wears no 

apron or hat, nor does she tie up her hair up or 

take off her jewelry. She is casual in every sense of 

the word, speaking colloquially to her viewers as 

she shares advice about everything from grocery 

shopping to hosting house parties. Although it’s 

unfair to say Ray lacks personality, she perfectly 

fits the archetype of the female chef who is 

purposefully unprofessional, subtly maternal, 

and decidedly unambitious. She and other female 

Food Network stars like her are models of what our 

society typically searches for in female chefs, and 

these expectations discourage ambitious women 

from displaying their complex personalities in the 

kitchen. They are immediately expected to fit a 

specific brand of home cook, and it is difficult for 

women to extricate themselves from the 

expectations and standards that the media and 

other social institutions hold them to.

The many problems facing women preparing 

food are difficult to uproot. We live in a much 

more egalitarian society than we did even 100 

years ago, when first-wave feminists were 

organizing for the right to vote, but to assume 

that we live in an ideal society is willfully 

ignorant of the obstacles and burdens women 

continuously face. Men have been very successful 

in profiting from their privilege in the food 

industry, despite the fact that it is a place where a 

woman should logically reign, given their 

longstanding history of preparing food. At home, 

inequality stems from the unfair expectation that 

women shoulder undervalued and 

unremunerated duties. Professionally, the issue is 

twofold: many women have a difficult time 

entering male-controlled environments, and 

when they are successful, men often hold them to 

a limited set of standards that strip them of 

distinguishable personalities. Both in the home 

and in professional kitchens, the issues are 

systematically sexist. We must, as consumers, 

judge a chef by her or his ability in the kitchen 

and not by hormonal makeup. We must also, if 

possible, recognize, appreciate, and begin to 

ascribe value to home cooking and other 

household duties performed by women. But more 

simply, we can start a discussion about these 

issues. The first step to solving problems of social 

injustice is admitting there is a problem. Once we 

can generate a conversation about women’s work 

in the kitchen and vocalize our criticisms of the 

current state of affairs, only then can we make 

meaningful and collective efforts to change them.
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y the time my fellow volunteers and I arrive 

at the church-turned-clinic, the line that 

forms early every Saturday morning has 

already been ushered inside. The patients have 

checked in, selected a seat in the hall or fellowship 

room, and helped themselves to a cup of coffee. 

English, Spanish, and Vietnamese phrases swirl as 

we parade through a corridor of resigned 

expressions. These patients know to expect a lot of 

waiting. In fact, the regulars are so sure of what to 

expect on Saturday mornings that they seem to 

guide the volunteers through the triage routine 

rather than the other way around! Though 

exceptional by any standard, their familiarity with 

medical proceedings and comfort in a medical 

setting is especially remarkable given that many 

people in their position feel out of place in 

healthcare facilities—awkward enough that they 

would face agony rather than seek care. These are 

no ordinary patients, and this is no ordinary clinic. 

For the many who are undocumented, this 

converted church is the only welcoming 

“medical” facility. Layers of barriers—financial 

limitations, language differences, legal constraints, 

discrimination, and negative past experiences in 

healthcare facilities—often impede successful 

medical treatment and alienate undocumented 

B

People, Not Problems: An 

Intervention Against 

Dehumanization in Health 

Care
by Bliss Baird

Bliss Baird is a Biochemistry major from 

Wellington, KS who wrote this essay in the 

“Immigrant America” course taught by David 

Long.

immigrants from the care they need as 

desperately any other person. The exclusionary 

structure of the American medical system is a 

blatant violation of undocumented immigrants’ 

human rights, and, left unaddressed or under-

addressed, the chasm will continue to undermine 

medical professionals’ noble aspiration to heal 

humanity. 

In support of a pro-immigrant initiative 

within the medical field, I first present 

undocumented immigrants’ current lack of 

healthcare access, delineating how their 

alienation is problematic economically, 

constitutionally, and morally. I then illuminate 

less obvious but equally damaging interpersonal 

obstacles that confront undocumented 

immigrants who do gain access to healthcare. 

Lastly, I conceptualize an agenda for the medical 

establishment to promote the wellbeing of all its 

patients. 

Undocumented immigrants receive 

significantly less medical attention than other 

portions of the population. In California, a highly 

diverse state, only two-thirds of undocumented 

Mexican immigrants report having a primary 

care facility, compared to 79% of immigrants 

wielding green cards, 88% of American-born 

Mexican-Americans, and 92% of US-born 

Immigrants undergoing health screenings in the late 19th 
Century. The Immigration Law of 1891 made such 
screenings mandatory for all immigrants who wished to 
enter the United States.
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American citizens (Wallace 509). According to a 

2006 study by the RAND Corporation, less than 

60% of undocumented immigrants had visited a 

doctor in the past year, and nearly 90% managed 

to avoid hospitalization (Goldman 1705). The 

health expenditures of an undocumented man 

were 39% of those incurred by a US-born male, 

and undocumented women spent barely more 

than half of native-born women (Goldman 1706–

07). Consistent with these per capita statistics, the 

3.2% of the American population that is 

undocumented is estimated to contribute only 

1.5% to the national total health cost (Goldman 

1709). In healthcare spending, undocumented 

immigrants represent two for the price of one. 

Why is this spending a problem? 

In one way—and one way alone—it is not. 

Youth and healthfulness reduce spending. In the 

RAND study, twice as many native-born as 

undocumented respondents reported a chronic 

condition (Goldman 1705). Rather than good 

fortune, this trend is credited to a “strong positive 

migration selection on health” (Ibid.): the 

demanding border crossing and likely 

employment doing strenuous labor make 

migration unappealing, if not impossible, for the 

feeble. In fact, the term “the Hispanic paradox” 

has been coined to describe first-generation 

Hispanic immigrants’ surprising record of health 

given their often suboptimal living and working 

conditions (Garg 27). 

If their absence from hospitals could be 

attributed solely to fitness, undocumented 

immigrants should be envied rather than aided. 

However, when their health falters—and it will—

numerous barriers impede undocumented 

immigrants’ pursuit of medical services. The 

most noticeable hardship is that undocumented 

immigrants are not eligible for publicly funded 

insurance such as Medicaid and the tax credits 

created by the Affordable Care Act (Sommers 

594). Even beneficiaries of the DREAM Act, 

individuals brought to the US as children who 

can attain legal status through military service or 

higher education (Miranda 2), are excluded 

(Sommers 594). Nearly two-thirds of 

undocumented immigrants are uninsured, about 

four times the rate of the population as a whole 

(Sommers 593–94). Insofar as insurance 

determines access to medical services, 

undocumented immigrants’ low healthcare 

participation is an offshoot of unfavorable public 

policies (Wallace 509). 

The ever-frugal taxpayer may find 

undocumented immigrants’ minimal usage of 

healthcare agreeable. After all, few would desire 

to pay a cent more than the eleven dollars a year 

they currently spend on undocumented 

immigrants’ medical needs (Goldman 1710). But 

minimal primary care is not without its costs. 

While uninsured immigrant children receive 86% 

less medical treatment than their US-born 

counterparts, they visit the emergency room three 

times as frequently (Okie 526). Such trips to the 

ER are a menace not only to the individual who 

suffers a medical complication and the family 

who deals with added stress but also to American 

finances. Megha Garg explains that “taxpayers 

already pay for the care of undocumented 

immigrants” (27). Since the Emergency Medical 

Treatment and Active Labor Act of 1985 requires 

hospitals to treat all emergency patients, the only 

place where undocumented immigrants are 

guaranteed medical attention is the emergency 

department, but administering simple services 

like dialysis is much less cost-efficient in the ER 

(Garg 26–27). According to Garg, the current 

approach also fails to capitalize on an enormous 

opportunity. Citing the Hispanic paradox, she 

reasons that millions of vigorous, young 

undocumented immigrants could shoulder an 

insurance system that depends on ample healthy 

participants (27). The fiscal benefits of allowing 

immigrants to access more cost-efficient 

treatments and to support the system should 

reconcile parsimonious taxpayers to the concept 

of insuring undocumented immigrants.
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While financial considerations necessitate 

healthcare reform, moral arguments are even 

more pressing. Americans should be disturbed by 

the precedent that is being set: policies are 

making healthcare inaccessible to citizens! 

Undocumented immigrants’ wariness of the 

medical system infects their relatives. 

Discriminatory policies have a “chilling effect” in 

which millions of citizens, especially children, are 

deterred from exercising their right to social 

welfare services out of fear that their family 

members may be discovered and deported 

(Sommers 594). By discouraging citizens from 

claiming their rights, the government fails to 

satisfy its social contract. 

Constitutional scholar Owen Fiss illuminates 

another inconsistency between the social contract 

outlined in the Constitution and current 

healthcare policies. In his protest to the 1996 

Welfare Reform Act that barred immigrants from 

welfare benefits and Medicaid, Fiss argues from 

the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments and 

Plyler v. Doe that “the constitutional guarantee of 

equality bars not just discrimination, but also 

laws that create or perpetuate caste-like social 

structures” (3). The Constitution, he asserts, “is a 

statement about how a society wishes to organize 

itself,” and since American society has chosen 

egalitarianism (at least in principle), “no one, 

innocent or not, should be transformed by the 

state into a pariah” (Fiss 5). As Fiss warned, the 

1996 Welfare Reform Act has indeed subjugated a 

portion of the American population. After 

evaluating undocumented immigrants’ inferior 

access to healthcare, Dr. Benjamin D. Sommers 

concludes that “a medical underclass comprising 

more than 10 million people” exists in the nation 

renowned for equality (595). This hypocrisy is as 

dangerous as it is disgraceful: a shift away from 

any Constitutional right erodes the stability of all 

others.

Ultimately, the reason to ensure that 

undocumented immigrants have access to 

adequate healthcare is humanitarian. In an 

attempt to codify human rights around the world,  

the United States supported and ratified the 

United Nations Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights. However, America’s treatment of 

undocumented immigrants raises the question of 

whether our legislators have even read Article 25: 

“Everyone has the right to a standard of living 

adequate for the health and well-being of himself 

and of his family, including food, clothing, 

housing and medical care and necessary social 

services, and the right to security in the event of 

unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, 

old age or other lack of livelihood in 

circumstances beyond his control” (7). Even 

supposing that an undocumented immigrant’s 

presence in America is not “beyond his control,” 

his health—just like my health, just like your 

health, just like the staunchest nativist’s health—is 

often precisely that. To argue otherwise 

necessitates blaming a child for his asthma, a 

young mother for her cancer, an old man for his 

Alzheimer’s. Unless we want to regress to 

viewing all illness as punishment, we must 

recognize that needing medical care is not a crime. 

Rather, it is a necessary and potentially unifying 

aspect of human existence. The math is simple: 

because undocumented immigrants are 100% 

human, giving them 50% as much healthcare 

cheats them out of half the help they deserve. 

As Garg is quick to note, legislation granting 

public health insurance to undocumented 

immigrants is unlikely in today’s political 

environment (25). But even if insurance reform 

seemed probable, myriad other barriers would 

remain. In fact, the unlikelihood of positive 

political changes may be beneficial in that it 

concentrates attention on other aspects of the 

vicious cycle that plagues undocumented 

healthcare-seekers, such as negative past 

experiences in healthcare facilities. Even a doctor, 

Susan Okie, acknowledges that “for recent 

immigrants—especially the estimated 12 million 

who are here illegally—seeking health care often 

involves daunting encounters with a fragmented, 
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bewildering, and hostile system” (525). A 2012 

study makes that discomfort painfully obvious. 

Endeavoring to “understand the world of the 

participants from their perspectives,” Juliet 

Chandler, Ruth Malone, Lisa Thompson, and 

Roberta Rehm followed 26 undocumented, 

uninsured, and chronically ill Mexican immigrant 

women who attended a free clinic in California 

(24–25). In their interviews, one phrase was so 

common and striking that it titles the article: “no 

me ponían mucha importancia” (27).1 Demeaning 

treatment by the gatekeeper, nurses, and doctors 

had scarred the study’s participants. “They 

experienced themselves as being easily 

dismissed, their concerns discounted or 

minimized, and their personhood rendered 

invisible by their undocumented 

status” (Chandler, et. al. 28). This “perceived 

discrimination” is not easily overcome (Chandler, 

et. al. 24). In fact, it appears to factor even more 

prominently than financial considerations into 

these women’s calculations of when or if to 

return to the doctor. The natural response to 

medical workers’ disregard was for the women to 

tacitly agree that they were unworthy of care. As 

a result, their rightful dignity disinclined them to 

follow-up visits, even if that reluctance brought 

unendurable pain. Returning to the doctor was 

nothing less than “an act of self-assertion,” 

requiring the discernment to realize their true 

worth and the audacity to demand their right to 

treatment (Chandler, et. al. 29). Undocumented 

immigrants are often forced to choose between 

the right to dignity and the right to healthcare, a 

conflict that should never exist for any person. 

Part of the difficulty in claiming those rights, 

as medical anthropologist Seth Holmes notes, is 

that they are not always apparent. His book Fresh 

Fruit, Broken Bodies uses the experiences of Triqui 

migrant laborers to illustrate a violence 

continuum, demonstrating that violence is 

neither merely physical nor mostly obvious. In 

fact, the danger of symbolic violence is its 

subtlety. When abuses such as medical workers’ 

insensitivity are gradually accepted as 

appropriate by all the individuals involved, the 

result is “the internalization and legitimization of 

hierarchy” (Holmes 89). The horrific truth is that 

many undocumented immigrants eschew the 

healthcare system because they have come to 

believe its insidious intimation that they are 

unwanted and unworthy. 

Undocumented immigrants’ sensitivity to 

medical rejection is not unfounded. Like all the 

sick and ill, their physical condition begets 

insecurities. One of Chandler’s subjects, Imelda, 

is concerned that diabetes might compound her 

bruised finger into the amputation of her arm 

(Chandler, et. al. 31). When a medical professional 

flippantly dismisses her vulnerable state, her 

dignity becomes bruised as well (Ibid.). These 

immigrants’ undocumented status further 

compromises their mental health when seeking 

care. Even waiting in line in front of a clinic 

known to serve the undocumented feels like a 

risky association with the identity they must 

always conceal (Ibid.). Thus, healthcare needs to 

be high-reward if it is to be worth the huge risk. 

Unfortunately, at least for certain elements of the 

population, that is rarely the case. For the Latinas 

in Chandler’s study who persisted in acquiring 

medical attention, “the barrier to obtaining care…

may lie, not in their reluctance to seek care…but 

rather in the inability of health care staff and 

providers to recognize and legitimize their 

medical problems when they do seek 

care” (Chandler, et. al. 33). If insufficient 

healthcare cannot be blamed solely on low 

request rates, then what else stands in 

immigrants’ way? 

According to Janet Shim, a paucity of cultural 

health capital is one answer. Extending on Pierre 

Bourdieu’s culture capital theory, Shim identifies 

cultural health capital (CHC) as “the repertoire of 

cultural skills, verbal and nonverbal 

competencies, attitudes and behaviors, and 

interactional styles, cultivated by patients and 

clinicians alike, that, when deployed, may result 

in more optimal health care relationships” (1). 
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Basically, CHC is the set of skills with which a 

patient’s culture has equipped her to operate in a 

healthcare situation. The value of these skills or 

behavioral habits are determined by the prevailing 

culture. Shim identifies being knowledgeable and 

conversant about medicine, being aware of the 

information that matters to clinicians, being 

motivated and capable of improving health, being 

interested in the future, being attuned and 

adaptable to social cues, and being recognizable as 

a member of a desirable class as assets in the 

current American healthcare system (3). Much as 

economic wealth becomes concentrated through 

inheritance, cultural capital is handed down in a 

way that perpetuates the inequality (Shim 2). In 

Bourdieu’s work, as in the vernacular, the upper 

class gets to make the rules of the game; Shim 

explains that “the distribution, transmission, 

movement, and exchange of cultural capital thus 

carry the indelible imprint of hierarchical 

domination” (4). Not only are the privileged born 

and raised to possess the valued skills, but the 

CHC-rich get richer while the CHC-poor stay 

poor. In Shim’s terminology, “health benefits tend 

to redound to the resource-rich, and health risks to 

the resource-poor” (5). Because the privileged are 

more likely to learn about and implement new 

findings, advances in medicine only widen the 

gap (Ibid.). With limited experience in American 

society and even less in medical settings, 

undocumented immigrants lack the CHC essential 

to optimum treatment. They may never realize 

why they are receiving unsatisfactory results: 

some accounts of “perceived discrimination” may 

be due more to circumstances that deprive them 

of CHC than to the racial biases of their doctors. 

But, while CHC theory relieves medical 

professionals of some accusations of 

discrimination, it implicates them in another way. 

CHC builds on itself partially because providers 

deem patients who display some cultural capital 

as worthy of receiving detailed explanations of 

their symptoms and gratuitous insights into the 

medical environment—new capital that can be 
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dispensed at future appointments—while those 

who do not (or cannot) supply a CHC down-

payment are considered undeserving of anything 

more than the required medical treatment (Shim 

8). To illustrate how good doctors can improve 

immediate and long-term outcomes by “actively 

cultivating [a patient’s] CHC,” Leslie Dubbin, 

Jamie Suki Chang, and Janet Shim share an 

anecdote about Iosepha, a Samoan woman (11). 

Originally, Iosepha neglected her medications 

because their benefits were not obvious enough 

to offset the headaches they caused. After 

listening to her patient’s complaints, Dr. DeLuca 

replaced the headache-causing drug and 

developed a strategy to combat Iosepha’s side 

effects. Then, she explained the importance of the 

drug regimen and enlisted Iosepha’s 

commitment for two weeks. Iosepha cooperated 

and described feeling “control” of her medical 

situation (Ibid.). Her compliance and proactivity 

encouraged Dr. DeLuca, and the patient’s 

increasing ability to communicate her 

observations clearly enabled the cardiologist to 

perform her job—caring for her patient’s health—

more successfully. Simply put, CHC cultivation 

can work.

Iosepha’s story and others like it should 

inspire the medical establishment to make 

cultural health capital acquisition a priority. 

Medical professionals have a unique opportunity 

to compensate for the unequal distribution of 

CHC. If the purpose of medicine were only to 

diagnose physical illnesses or prescribe a 

particular pill, doctors would be justified in 

treating only tangible hindrances to health. 

However, since most physicians would agree 

(and most patients would hope) that the real goal 

is to improve a fellow human being’s health, 

doctors should not ignore a cultural health 

capital deficiency any more than they would the 

harbinger of a disease. After all, if left untreated, 

both are proven to harm the patient’s health. 

Putting a premium on the patient’s overall 

welfare obligates medical professionals to sow 
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the seeds of CHC by investing healthcare 

guidance in even the most clueless patients and, 

in the meantime, to improve the range of their 

own cultural capital in order to ensure the highest 

quality of care. “Concordance,” when patients 

and physicians are able to work together, requires 

“mutual recognition and matching of the social 

and cultural experiences, expectations and 

resources of both patients and 

providers” (Dubbin, et. al. 8). Ideally, patients and 

providers would meet in the middle; for the sake 

of success, they must meet wherever they can—

even if that concordance requires a stretch on the 

physician’s part. 

The likelihood of a positive health outcome 

decreases significantly if physicians and patients 

cannot communicate in the same language. Even 

patients who can speak survival English—i.e., 

basic phrases—experience “cultural discomfort” 

in healthcare facilities (Hacker 178). Clinicians 

often try to resolve impaired communication 

through ad hoc translators: children who cannot 

understand the confusing medical concepts being 

discussed or bilingual medical professionals who 

are snagged from their primary duties to bridge a 

communication gap (Holmes 131). A 2004 study 

of interpretative services in healthcare facilities 

found that patients supplied with certified 

medical interpreters received a higher percent of 

the suggested preventive services (7.3% to 2.7%), 

participated in more doctor visits per year (1.74 

compared to 0.71), and were more successful in 

getting prescriptions written and filled (Jacobs 

867). Noting that the expense of interpreters 

would be at least partially offset if the more 

effective primary care prevented conditions from 

becoming severe, the report concluded that 

“interpreter services enhanced these patients' 

access to primary and preventive care for a 

moderate increase in cost” (Jacobs 867-8). 

While translation services that increase 

patients’ comfort and improve their outcomes 

would help to fulfill their right, the use of an 

intermediary should not need to be the norm. 

Since translators necessarily compromise patient 

confidentiality and could impede a close patient-

physician relationship by shifting responsibility 

for the patient’s care, translation services should 

only be a stopgap measure while physicians 

acquire the attitudes and skills to serve all their 

patients effectively. 

Though ambitious, such a scenario is not 

unimaginable. In a 2011 study, Helen B. Marrow 

of Tufts University describes the experiences of 

medical professionals in San Francisco’s public 

safety-net program. As one of 60 sanctuary cities 

for undocumented immigrants, San Francisco 

prevents inquisitions about legal status, issues a 

municipal ID to promote access to social services, 

and allots funding for San Francisco Healthy Kids 

and Healthy San Francisco, initiatives that cover 

the primary-care costs of residents who are 

ineligible for state and federal welfare programs 

(Marrow 847). Although these programs are less 

comprehensive than other forms of insurance 

(852) and may unintentionally magnify the 

importance of cultural health capital by favoring 

“savvy” healthcare seekers (851), Marrow posits 

that San Francisco’s unique approach 

“encourages and reinforces public safety-net 

providers’ views of undocumented immigrants as 

patients morally deserving of equal care” (846). 

The city’s strategy “helps public safety-net 

providers to translate their inclusive views into 

actual behaviors by providing them with 

increased financial resources,” effectively creating 

“a legal-status-blind environment within the 

city’s safety net” (Marrow 846-47, 850). Eduardo, 

a resident Marrow interviewed, reported that 

“voicing a view of unauthorized immigrants as 

‘undeserving’ within San Francisco’s safety-net is 

taboo; thanks to a strong and inclusive 

institutional culture, while ‘you hear those things 

at the margins, the general reaction would be for 

people to say, “We don’t say that kind of thing 

here’” (qtd. in Marrow 850). Other interviewees 

attribute their “positive attitudes toward 

unauthorized immigrants” to “self-

selection” (Marrow 848), which more or less 

guarantees that these professionals’ personal 
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inclination had always been to serve the 

undocumented fairly. Unfortunately, not all 

doctors share their compassion, so replicating the 

sanctuary city’s culture of inclusion in less 

hospitable locations will only occur if the powers 

that be initiate the reform. 

If the medical establishment truly means 

what it says in its oaths and creeds, it will admit 

its error and espouse the cause of the 

undocumented immigrant. This crucial overhaul 

has several facets. For one, medical professionals 

and institutions should lobby for insurance 

reform and improved funding because financial 

constraints are doubly discouraging: preventing 

indigent immigrants from seeking care and 

deterring physicians from offering it to them. 

Drawing upon Eduardo’s insights about his 

fellow residents, Marrow highlights the tension 

between money and morals when providing care 

to undocumented immigrants: “they have 

internalized the larger American public’s concern 

about its fiscal costs and burdens, yet nonetheless 

‘agree that it’s the right thing to do ethically, 

morally’ as healthcare providers” (849). By 

properly reimbursing services for immigrants, the 

government could remove a significant barrier to 

treatment. However, it is unlikely to make such a 

politically daring maneuver without pressure 

from a medical lobby. Granting immigrants 

access to the healthcare system would enable 

them to begin acquiring cultural health capital, 

but even if the government acts on behalf of 

immigrants—and especially in the more likely 

event that it does not—the deficit will be 

insurmountable unless physicians make an effort 

to interact at their patients’ level of 

understanding and contribute to it. The medical 

community should emphasize a right to 

healthcare independent of legal status and 

incorporate inclusivity and multilingualism into 

the education healthcare professionals receive. By 

articulating an expectation that doctors care 

equally for all patients and advising them to treat 

a culture health capital deficiency as vigorously 

as a disease, the medical establishment could 

initiate a major change in the healthcare culture, 

but its efforts would be in vain if doctors refused 

to take the directives seriously. In order to prevent 

professionals from dismissing training as 

perfunctory and creeds as toothless, the medical 

establishment should uphold the standards it sets. 

Facilities should incentivize cross-cultural 

competency and humanitarian philosophies by 

valuing them in hiring decisions. In the meantime, 

an investment in medical translators would signal 

a commitment to immigrants’ right to healthcare 

and jumpstart the acquisition of cultural health 

capital. 

A comprehensive solution is clearly the best 

answer, but it is also the only one. Though the 

colossal reform outlined above may seem 

unlikely, small tweaks and stop-gap measures like 

the free clinic where I volunteer have no chance of 

breaking the vicious cycle of barriers that 

undocumented immigrants face. What we need—

yes, what we need if we want healthcare to remain 

a human right rather than a token of social 

privilege—is a radical shift in consciousness in the 

medical community. Acknowledging that 

undocumented immigrants are people, not 

problems, the medical establishment should 

launch an intervention against the real menace to 

American healthcare: dehumanization. 

7

Brainstorm v. IX (2017)



Works Cited

Chandler, Juliet T. “‘No Me Ponían Mucha 

Importancia”: Care-Seeking Experiences of 

Undocumented Mexican Immigrant Women with 

Chronic Illness.” Advances in Nursing Science 35 

(2012) 24-36. Ovid. Wolters Kluwer. Web. 16 

November 2016.

Dubbin, Leslie A., Jamie Suki Chang, and Janet K. 

Shim. “Cultural Health Capital and the 

Interactional Dynamics of Patient-Centered Care.” 

Social Science & Medicine 93 (2013). Web. 17 

November 2016. 

Fiss, Owen. “The Immigrant as Pariah.” Boston 

Review. 1 October 1998. Web. 21 November 

2016. 

Garg, Megha. “It Pays to Provide Health Care: A Case 

for Including Undocumented 

Immigrants.” Kennedy School Review 10 (2010): 

25-28. Web. 17 November 2016. 

Goldman, Dana P., James P. Smith, and Neeraj Sood. 

“Immigrants and the Cost of Medical 

Care.” Health Affairs 25 (2006): 1700-1711. Web. 19 

November 2016.

Hacker, Karen, M. Anies, B.L. Folb, and L. Zallman. 

“Barriers to Health Care for Undocumented 

Immigrants: A Literature Review.” Journal of Risk 

Management and Healthcare Policy 8 (2015): 

175-183. Web. 16 November 2016. 

Holmes, Seth. Fresh Fruit, Broken Bodies: Migrant 

Farmworkers in the United States. Berkeley: 

California University Press, 2013. Print.

Jacobs, Elizabeth A., Donald S. Shepard, José A. 

Suaya, and Esta-Lee Stone. “Overcoming 

Language Barriers in Health Care: Costs and 

Benefits of Interpreter Services.” American 

Journal of Public Health 94 (2004): 866-69. Web. 

17 November 2016.

Marrow, Helen B. “Deserving to a Point: Unauthorized 

Immigrants in San Francisco’s Universal 

Access Healthcare Model.” Social Science and 

Medicine 74 (2012): 846-54. Web. 18 December 

2016. 

Miranda, Luis. “The DREAM Act: Good for Our 

Economy, Good for Our Security, Good for Our 

Nation.” The White House. 1 December 2010. 

Web. 30 November 2016. 

Okie, Susan. “Immigrants and Health Care—At the 

Intersection of Two Broken Systems.” New 

England Journal of Medicine 357 (2007): 525-29. Web. 

14 November 2016. 

Shim, Janet K. “Cultural Health Capital: A Theoretical 

Approach to Understanding Health Care 

Interactions and the Dynamics of Unequal Treatment.” 

Journal of Health and Social Behavior 51 (2010): 

1-15. Web. 18 November 2015. 

Sommers, Benjamin D. “Stuck between Health and 

Immigration Reform—Care for 

Undocumented Immigrants.” New England Journal of 

Medicine 369 (2013): 593-95. Web. 14 November 

2016. 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The United 

Nations. 1948. Web. 20 November 2016. 

Wallace, Steven P., M. Rodriguez, I. Padilla-Frausto, A 

Arrandondo, and E. Orozco. “Improving Access to 

Health Care for Undocumented Immigrants in the 

United States.” Salud Pública de México 55 (2013): 

508-514. Web. 14 November 2016. 

8

Baird, “People, Not Problems”



hen I was 16, I decided to become a 

vegetarian for a mixture of economic, 

moral, and environmental reasons. I 

certainly wasn’t doing it with the expectation of 

weight loss or even improved health; I had 

resigned myself years ago to the unpleasant 

reality that I was a chubby kid and was going to 

continue to be an unattractive, fat adult. Although 

I hadn’t started out with health goals, my physical 

and mental health improved as I ate more fruits 

and vegetables and paid attention to my food 

choices, which had the side benefit of quieting the 

eating disorder I had been nursing for years. 

When I got to college and had to function better 

through the depression I had been coping with 

since middle school, I learned that regular 

exercise was shown to help as much as 

antidepressants in some cases. I already knew that 

I felt better when I ate better; I was determined to 

improve my physical health to improve my 

mental health. 

There was a world of resources available to 

me to improve my general health, and I dove in, 

adding protein to my diet and actually using the 

gym access included in my mandatory college 

fees. It worked, and I felt better, but I was noticing 

a disturbing trend in all the literature I consumed; 

even though I was explicitly not trying to lose 

weight, and had a surprisingly positive body 

W
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image, all the culture and literature surrounding 

health and fitness focused overwhelmingly on 

weight loss, and I had to actively fight to 

maintain the positive attitudes toward food and 

my own body that I had cultivated in recovering 

from my eating disorder. I didn’t want to stop 

because the fog of depression was lifting, but the 

fitness culture I had become a part of was causing 

the disordered thoughts I had worked hard to 

change to return. Why was the best treatment for 

my depression, general health, and mood also the 

worst trigger for my eating disorder? 

Much of popular culture focuses on weight 

loss and fat shaming. The magazines in the 

checkout line at the grocery store ask in bright, 

bold letters if the latest celebrity is pregnant 

because she has some belly; commercials for 

Jenny Craig, Weight Watchers, Nutrisystem, and 

various expensive in-home exercise machines 

play on most networks (especially those 

frequented by women); and there are entire 

1902 ad for “Obesity Soap,” a product that promised to 
“reduce fat without dieting or gymnastics.” As the 
illustration in the ad indicates, this product was marketed 
predominately to women.
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sections of stores for diet pills, shakes, frozen 

meals, and juices. Even official governmental 

releases reference the “obesity epidemic” in fear-

mongering terms. The culture of anti-fatness that 

pervades our society uses health communities, 

health professionals, and governmental 

endorsements as means to justify its behavior, 

ultimately encouraging disordered eating and 

unhealthy attitudes toward the body. “Weight 

loss” is used synonymously with health to the 

point that it becomes impossible to avoid 

conflating the two, especially in any sort of 

health-conscious community; a visit to the 

doctor’s office, a shopping trip, or an infomercial 

can expose people to the pervasive idea that 

weight loss is the ultimate goal of diet and 

exercise, which complicates and defeats wider 

personal and public health concerns about actual 

health and fitness. 

There are genuine public health concerns 

about the lives of Americans. Only 20% of 

American adults are “meeting both the aerobic 

and muscle strengthening… recommendations” 

set forth by the Center for Disease Control 

(“Press”), and 87% of Americans are not eating 

enough fruits and vegetables (“Adults”). 

Sedentary lifestyles, unbalanced diets, food 

deserts, and class-based access to healthy food 

are all issues contributing to the mortality, 

diabetes, and cardiovascular disease that are 

common public health concerns. According to a 

2010 Mayo Clinic study, “habitual sedentary 

behavior [is] a …risk factor for cardiometabolic 

disease and all-cause mortality,” probably 

because humans did not evolve to spend most of 

their waking hours sitting (Owen). The American 

population does not eat well, it does not exercise 

enough, and it does not spend enough time on its 

feet. These are legitimate and well-documented 

public health concerns, but public and personal 

efforts to address them are overshadowed and 

complicated by the culture of weight loss and 

anti-fatness, and by the immediate mental and 

institutional connection between these and fat. 

The common argument is that obesity is a risk 

factor for diabetes and cardiovascular 

complications, but, in fact, obesity is likely just 

another result of the same diet and exercise habits 

that lead to mortality. It’s possible to be fat and 

perfectly healthy (Scott-Dixon), and it’s possible 

to be thin and a medical disaster (Sim); in fact, 

those classified as overweight by body-mass-

index (BMI) standards have longer life 

expectancies than those classified as obese and as 

normal (Tatera). That doesn’t prove anything, of 

course, but it does complicate the common claim 

that being overweight is inherently unhealthy. 

The focus on fat as a metric of health to the 

exclusion of more legitimate medical metrics is 

actively harmful to the public’s health, and 

simply not useful. Another complication occurs 

when the organizations that distribute public 

health information, such as the Centers for 

Disease Control (CDC) and Mayo Clinic, also 

endorse the rhetoric surrounding fat by 

referencing the “obesity epidemic” and setting 

guidelines for “healthy BMIs” (“Press”). It could 

be argued that CDC press releases are shorthand 

for healthy living and eating, but why mention 

weight at all, given the prevalence of yo-yo diets 

and eating disorders?

Even when a person’s behavior doesn’t 

qualify as an eating disorder, it can look 

unsettlingly similar to one; some of the tenets of 

behavioral eating disorder treatment include 

getting patients to abandon rules they’ve 

constructed about food, eating regular meals 

throughout the day, and not weighing themselves 

obsessively. All of these behaviors are encouraged 

by diets and popular media; for example, keto, a 

popular fad diet that a friend of mine claims 

“actually works,” focuses on cutting out carbs 

almost entirely and provides lists of common 

foods that are not allowed. Cosmo, a popular 

women’s magazine, published the diet tip to 

“step on the scale daily” (Ruderman), and 

Women’s Day recommends in its health and fitness 

section “drink[ing] filling water” and 
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compensating for eating too much by restricting 

at the next meal (“Our”). This doesn’t mean 

everyone or even most people have an eating 

disorder, but it does show the unhealthy 

relationship to food encouraged by media and 

culture.

This culture is damaging to everyone who 

participates in it, but women pay the highest 

price. Fat women are less likely to be hired and, if 

they are hired, will probably be paid less than 

their thin coworkers—a phenomenon that does 

not occur for fat men (Fikkan). In interpersonal 

relationships, fat women also suffer more than 

their male counterparts: fat high school girls are 

more likely to be held back in school and suffer 

socially than fat men are, and men of all sizes are 

less willing to date fat women than thin ones 

(Fikkan). This linking of weight, social status, and 

perceived attractiveness shows itself in more 

serious ways than romance—although more men 

are classified as overweight or obese than 

women, 80% of gastric bypass patients are 

women (Maggard). Even objectively healthy 

women feel social pressures related to their 

weight. Krista Scott-Dixon’s 2008 study focusing 

on fat women who also held titles in fitness 

arenas such as powerlifting and martial arts 

reports that a judoka felt that “carrying extra 

weight does not become a social problem for 

men, I think, until they are incapacitated in some 

way,” whereas the women in the study felt that 

society judged them for bodies that were highly 

trained to be athletic and powerful, but also 

happened to be fat. Thin or average women are 

also adversely affected by negative constructions 

of fat in culture. According to a 2007 study, 

sorority women, who on average have rather low 

BMIs, show higher rates than non-Greek women 

of disordered eating and body-image issues, such 

as a focus on how the body looks over how the 

body feels (Basow, et al.). Concentration on the 

appearance of the body over the feelings of the 

body is common in eating disorder patients and 

undermines general health and fitness by 

allowing people to lose touch with their body’s 

physical signals, such as hunger, pain, fatigue, 

and cravings, that are usually good indicators of 

what that body needs to be healthy. A public 

health campaign focused on feeling better 

through posture, sleep, exercise, and eating well 

would both encourage the public to improve their 

health and to remove its emphasis on disordered 

thought and eating patterns. 

Of course, there isn’t a quick fix, nor an easy 

one. There are more obstacles between Americans 

and good health: class intersects hugely with food 

access and exercise, as does race. When gym 

memberships costs anywhere from $30-$60 a 

month, and when fast food frequently has more 

calories per dollar than vegetables, it’s the 

rational choice for many people to sacrifice their 

personal health in favor of rent or gas. Further, 

poor, predominately minority neighborhoods are 

less likely to have grocery stores, forcing residents 

to buy most of their food from convenience stores 

(Reyes), which stock much less nutritious food. 

The race and class implications in America’s 

attitudes and behaviors surrounding food and 

health need to be examined, but that would be an 

easier task if food deserts and gym costs were the 

focus of change, not purely of weight loss. 

For all its focus on thinness, America is the 

heaviest country on the planet (Melnik); 

obviously, something is not working. Only 5% of 

those who have significant, intentional weight 

loss keep the weight off over a period of five 

years (Brown); even half of people who undergo 

surgery to help their efforts will regain some of 

the weight (Kruseman). Yo-yo dieting, or the cycle 

of months or weeks of intense diets followed by 

months or weeks of unmonitored eating, can 

result in an increased risk for heart disease, 

arterial damage, and cancer—and it doesn’t work 

to keep weight off. The continued failure by 

dieters to achieve the ideal of lasting thinness 

generates shame and feelings of low self-worth, 

which they, in turn, repeat to their friends, 

coworkers, and children, perpetuating a cultural 

conversation of anti-fatness and emotional angst. 

Many women use their dieting efforts and body 
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shame as small-talk material, since they assume, 

and rightly so, that it’s a relatable topic. Phrases 

like “I’m hungry, but I’m telling myself no… Just 

thinking of those jeans!” are common, and the 

socially correct response is for her friends to tell 

of their own body troubles and efforts to “fix” 

them. In some people, such conversation is 

enough to push them to extremes to lose weight. 

Doctors are more than willing to prescribe diet 

pills, which can have more side effects than 

benefits, and surgeries that come with a host of 

side effects and ultimately aren’t all that effective 

(Brown). In fact, doctors encourage such 

disordered behavior when they recommend 

weight loss to patients without emphasizing 

healthy ways to do it, or to patients who won’t 

benefit from being thinner. Educating doctors 

about being careful with their words about 

weight, or individual efforts from doctors to 

encourage healthy eating and exercise over pure 

weight loss, would improve the relationship 

people have with their food and with their 

bodies.

 Children are not exempt from the influences 

of this culture. How could they be? They follow 

their parents to the grocery store and see the 

magazines at checkout; they see their mother 

weighing her portions for entry into 

MyFitnessPal; they consume media that ridicules 

fat people and watch commercials with the 

message that weight loss is expected and 

mandatory. By the age of ten, 80% of girls are 

afraid of being fat—something that will come 

true for many of them, especially with the 

physical fluctuations that come with puberty 

(“Issues”). This is not helped by a public health 

focus on childhood obesity complete with 

frequent statistics from the CDC. In the lucky 

ones, fear will manifest as they only grow only 

into the eating and body-shame patterns common 

in adult women, but some of them will develop 

eating disorders. The girls who were skinny to 

begin with will probably be recognized as unwell 

and treated, but the struggles of adolescents who 

were chubby or fat and who then lost weight will 

go largely unnoticed. A growing percentage of 

boys also have eating disorders, but they will also 

be underdiagnosed, whether because eating 

disorders are traditionally framed in feminine 

contexts or because parents and health 

professionals do not look for symptoms in boys. 

A 2013 study revealed that the majority of 

teenagers with anorexia had been or were obese, 

and detailed case studies in which, even though 

teenagers adopted disordered eating, doctors did 

not refer them for eating disorder (ED) 

evaluations (Sim). Behaviors such as restricting 

amounts or types of food obsessively and extreme 

exercise were ignored, and health issues such as 

stress fractures and irregular or missed periods, 

which were directly related to eating disorders, 

were misdiagnosed; in one case, a teenage boy 

who lost half his body weight was determined to 

not have any symptoms of the eating disorder he 

was definitely struggling with (Sim). Quick, 

dramatic weight loss is a sign of eating disorders, 

and a rise in fat is expected and necessary during 

puberty, but doctors are failing to realize their 

patients are dealing with eating disorders. 

Reasons include an over-reliance on BMI, since 

many doctors will not diagnose an ED without an 

“underweight” classification, and a framing of 

weight loss as a positive change regardless of 

other health complications such as irregular 

periods, dehydration, and fatigue. That doctors 

ignore warning signs of eating disorders in 

patients who were or are fat is both symptomatic 

of the culture of fat-shaming and an endorsement 

of unhealthy dieting by health professionals who 

should know better. Their negligence is 

encouraged by assessments from public health 

agencies that focus on obesity rates, thus, a shift 

in focus from the CDC and other national public 

health organizations from weight to other health 

measures would influence doctors to make more 

accurate diagnoses and prescribe better 

treatments for their patients.
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Doctors also fail to provide quality treatment 

to their fat patients who are not losing weight or 

trying to. Fat patients are consistently 

misdiagnosed or told that their concerns are not 

valid. When given profiles identical except for 

weight, medical students consistently viewed 

obese patients as less healthy, less cooperative, 

and less likely to benefit from medical help than 

the thin versions of the same patient profiles 

(Fikkan and Rothblum). Janna Fikkan and Esther 

Rothblum reported in 2012 that “close to three-

quarters of the women [with BMIs 25 or higher] 

reported… disrespectful treatment, … negative 

attitudes by health care providers, [and] 

unsolicited advice to lose weight” in their 

experiences with the health care system. It is 

incidents like these that lead fat women to delay 

necessary visits to the doctor, even among 

populations who know the full importance of 

regular visits; even heavier nurses “delayed 

medical care” because of concerns over the 

perception of their weight by themselves or the 

doctor (Fikkan and Rothblum). If these women 

cannot trust their own industry to understand 

them and treat them well, it’s not surprising that 

women outside of the medical industry fare no 

better. A woman rower reports switching doctors 

frequently because each one told her to “lose 

about 20 pounds” despite her excellent health 

when judged by different standards—in her case, 

cardiovascular measures such as a resting heart 

rate of 45 and a very low blood pressure, and 

athletic measures such as coaching collegiate 

rowing and training for a marathon (Scott-

Dixon ). She was in very good health, able to 

carry out both daily life and strenuous sport, and 

happy with herself, but all of her doctors took a 

different view, one directly influenced by the 

culture of anti-fatness and governmental focus on 

obesity. They could not fathom a healthy, athletic 

woman who weighed more than they’d like, and 

they did not believe her reports of how much she 

exercised, because what else is exercise than a 

means to become smaller?

If doctors, the people most educated and 

experienced on how to increase and maintain 

health, are influenced by negative cultural 

attitudes toward fat in their professional practice, 

it is no wonder the fitness community is full of 

these same ideas. I have learned that my 

experience, although unpleasant, is in no way 

unique. A few days ago, I was researching 

beginning cardio routines on the Internet—I think 

my exact search phrase was “how to run without 

feeling like you’re dying.” After half an hour of 

searching, I gave up; not only did I not get an 

answer to my question, but I became 

overwhelmed by the mass expectation that 

everyone doing cardio is in it for weight loss and 

not general cardiovascular health. In online 

communities, gyms, and fitness communities, 

even those not explicitly geared for weight loss, 

there is an element of fat shaming and a fear of 

weight gain that runs beneath the conversations 

and makes it impossible to avoid those messages. 

I only recognize these patterns as disordered 

because of my own relationship with food; for 

most people, such conversation feels routine. 

For people who came into the fitness sphere 

looking to lose weight, these patterns keep them 

in the mindset that exercise’s primary goal is 

weight loss, which can lead them to push 

themselves too hard, especially in cardio, which 

frequently leads to dejection and giving up, or tp 

only doing certain exercises that are supposed to 

help burn fat. For women especially, lifting 

weights and resistance training gets a bad 

reputation because people fear it will make them 

bulk up, gain weight, and look too masculine. As 

femininity is frequently associated with 

waifishness and frailty (Bunrs), the common gym 

routine for many women is to spend hours on a 

cardio machine, which, besides being boring, 

admits an incomplete picture of health. When 

women are encouraged to build muscle, it is often 

based in the idea that muscle burns more calories 

than fat does, which means you’re losing weight 

in your sleep and at your desk! Even though the 

CDC recommends adults get regular weight-
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based exercise (“Press”), there is little to no talk 

aimed at women about the health benefits of 

resistance training, or the practical benefits, such 

as being able to lift your own boxes. Framing 

exercise as a tool for weight loss also takes away a 

benefit of exercise that’s almost essential for long-

term compliance to the routine: enjoyment. 

Exercise has the potential to be fulfilling and fun, 

if people choose an activity that engages them 

and that they actively look forward to doing, but 

when exercise is just a tool for weight loss, and 

weight loss is about stress, obsession, and denial, 

it becomes a hapless chore that few will make a 

habit or feel good about doing.

Those who arrive at fitness communities for 

health reasons and who have no desire or 

intention to lose weight can also suffer from the 

unhealthy biases of the fitness community. Many 

motivational posters and sayings are about 

weight loss, which can feel irrelevant, and small 

talk at the gym frequently centers around calories 

burned. For example, when my roommate was 

telling me about a kickboxing class she was 

taking, she wouldn’t talk about the class 

atmosphere, skills she was learning, or the 

increases in her strength, even when pressed; her 

main point was that it “burned 600 calories—

that’s lunch!” It can be ostracizing to realize that 

the goals of most of the people in a space do not 

align with yours. Of course, there is frequently 

less of a focus on weight loss in men’s gyms and 

communities, where the goals are oriented more 

towards strength. This isn’t to say men aren’t 

feeling societal pressures to “look good” when 

they work out; only that their measures of 

cultural acceptance and attractiveness allow them 

more leeway to be heavy and to focus more on 

musculature than thinness. That existing fitness 

communities can exclude people based on 

gender, current fitness levels, or goals means that 

many people who were enthusiastic when they 

first bought their gym membership find the space 

so hostile and confusing that they do not come 

back through the end of it.

The cultural expectations of weight loss and 

idealized thinness have created a culture that’s 

unhealthy both mentally and physically. A focus 

on dieting normalizes disordered eating, which is 

mentally stressful and physically damaging. The 

idea that exercise is useful only for weight loss 

discourages many people when they don’t drop 

pounds and pushes people to work too hard 

doing exercises they hate and that don’t give 

them a well-rounded fitness routine. Idealized 

thinness can create self-esteem and body-image 

issues in people who do not fit that ideal, and 

generate prejudice toward fat people in those 

who are more saturated in the culture, as 

demonstrated by the oppression felt by fat 

people, predominantly women, in most aspects of 

social life. The shame that comes with being fat 

can also cause those who do not eat well to eat 

more poorly, and to avoid exercise or other 

everyday activities entirely for fear of ridicule. If 

in medical, public health, and fitness spheres the 

focus was shifted from fat shaming to seeing 

weight as only a small facet of overall health, 

Americans would become healthier: more would 

exercise if it wasn’t laden with expectations, more 

would eat more greater quantities of fruits and 

vegetables if food isn’t seen as a pathway to the 

moral failure of being fat, and the mental health 

of the population would improve as it stops 

obsessing over what it eats and how it looks, and 

starts thinking about how it feels.
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hen I was a young queer, I distinctly 

remember the very first time I read a 

story about someone like me. I was in 

seventh grade, incredibly confused, and really 

enjoyed reading the kind of books I would never 

admit to loving now. I was in my school library 

and found a book with two people holding hands, 

so I checked it out. The book was Sara Ryan’s 

Empress of the World. I didn’t read it for a couple 

days, but when I did, everything seemed pretty 

normal until the protagonist said she had a crush 

on another girl. This was the point at which I 

realized holy shit these are lesbians. I read the book 

five times; I had never in my life been afforded 

any media that showed same-gender-attracted 

women in a non-sexualized way. It’s often difficult 

for people who have always been able to see 

themselves in popular media to understand why 

representation is important because they have 

always been able to see themselves on-screen. 

Representation opens up the idea that there are 

people out there like me: they experience things 

like I do, they live a life that I could live, and they 

feel the things I’m feeling. When I read Empress of 

the World I couldn’t stop thinking about it because 

nothing before that point had told me that the 

way I felt was normal, acceptable, or even real. 

With all the people telling me that I couldn’t 

possibly yet know what I was, our culture telling 

W
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me what I felt was wrong, and most media not 

acknowledging people like me exist, reading 215 

pages about people like me who ended up happy 

was the most affirming thing that had happened 

to me. 

Since reading that book, I have consumed a 

lot of queer women’s media (or at least, media 

with queer women in it) and things are definitely 

better than almost ten years ago when I read that 

book. There are shows centered on (or at least 

mostly starring) same-gender-attracted women 

(Orange Is the New Black, Sense8, and The L-Word). 

Unfortunately, there is a problem with these 

shows: most of the lesbians in them are dying 

and/or being oversexualized (or dying after 

being over-sexualized). While it has been 

beneficial for queer people that the number of 

same-gender-attracted women has increased on 

television, the quality of the representation we 

receive is severely lacking. 

Things have gotten better for same-gender-

attracted women as media has progressed. Since 

1976, eleven percent of 193 television shows have 

had a same-gender-attracted woman as a 

recurring cast member (Hogan). That sounds 

great; more queer women on television means 

more representation. Unfortunately, a lot of them 

are unhappy or dead (or unhappy and dead). 

And of that eleven percent, sixty-five percent 

have a dead queer woman. Many of the women 

who die on these television series leave behind a 

partner. Out of 193 shows, only ten percent of 

queer women were given happy endings, while 

thirty-one percent of the total amount of queer 

women in total ended up dead on their series 

(Hogan). However the problem isn’t only that 

lesbian characters are dying at alarmingly high 

rates, but how they are dying. Queer women in 

film and television are killed in violent ways, 

they often leave behind a lover, and they often 

die directly after having sex with another queer 

woman. These are some of the most 

uncomfortable problems with same-gender-

attracted women’s deaths on screen. 
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A recent example of lesbian death on 

television is The 100’s gay character Lexa, who 

died tragically from a stray bullet immediately 

after hooking up with the show’s main female 

character, for whom the bullet was meant. 

Another example is Tara from Buffy the Vampire 

Slayer, who also died tragically from a stray 

bullet, also meant for the protagonist. Dead 

lesbians are always leaving behind girlfriends. 

There are so many dead lesbians on television 

that it’s surprising how often we don’t realize 

that they’re all dying violently. One could look at 

Charlie from Supernatural, who is stabbed to 

death by a Neo-Nazi. Or The Countess from 

American Horror Story who is shot and then 

decapitated. Or Tituba from Salem whose eyes are 

pecked out before she is left for dead. Or Rachel 

Posner from House of Cards, who is run over. 

These examples are all just from 2015; one could 

look at any of the 152 queer women who have 

died on screen since 1976, ninety-eight of whom 

had violent deaths (Hogan). Lesbians have been 

dying for so long on television that there’s a name 

for it: BYG, “Bury Your Gays” (“Bury”). TV 

Tropes.com explains that “Often…gay characters 

just aren't allowed happy endings. Even if they 

do end up having some kind of relationship, at 

least one half of the couple, often the one who 

was more aggressive in pursuing a relationship, 

thus ‘perverting’ the other one, has to die at the 

end” (“Bury”). Killing off queer women has been 

happening for so long, we all just expect it now. 

And at this point it might be time to ask, why do 

we have a trope of dead lesbians? 

The trope of the dead lesbian in film started 

out innocently; lesbian pulp fiction writers 

wanted to write about lesbians. But a culture that 

only recently doesn’t see homosexuality as sexual 

deviancy also didn’t allow books to be published 

that seemed to promote lesbianism; in the 

plainest terms, no one was going to be 

responsible for publishing that kind of immoral 

and sinful smut. At the end of all of these lesbian 

pulp romance novels, at least one half of couples 

had to die to show the immorality of their same-

gender attraction. Carolyn Yates describes the 

tragic ending of lesbian pulp characters as, “a. 

going back to boys in the end, b. drowning in 

their own misery, or c. actually drowning or 

dying in some other way that was supposed to be 

cleansing/cathartic for everyone else in the cast.” 

When these kinds of stories began to be 

transferred to film, the way they were censored 

stuck with them. Representation of lesbians often 

ends in tragedy for the character’s horrible gay 

sin. Specifically, characters are punished for their 

same-gender attraction, usually with death. James 

McConnaughy describes the phenomenon best: 

“LGBTQIA characters were immoral by the dint 

of their being LGBTQIA and thus couldn’t be 

shown to be happy in their supposed 

immorality.” This assessment led to the actual act 

of burying them: “As such, the only way to depict 

things that the relevant codes determined to be 

immoral was to show the so-called immoral 

people explicitly being punished for their 

immorality, and the common way for that was to 

have them be killed” (McConnaughy). The 

horrible gay sin of same-gender-attracted 

characters led directly to their deaths, because 

otherwise they couldn’t be depicted at all. So 

while the intention of lesbian pulp fiction writers 

was to create some sort of literature where they 

were represented, their cause was distorted into 

our current dead lesbian situation. Lesbians did 

create a genre in which they were represented, 

but writers who created modern queer characters 

looked to lesbian pulp fiction and didn’t 

understand that their stories ended tragically 

because they had to, not because they reflected 

the reality of same-gender-attracted womens’ 

stories. Lesbians’ stories were considered obscene, 

therefore writers had to kill of their characters in 

order for there to be any lesbian fiction at all.  

Killing lesbians directly after they make out 

with their girlfriends is typical in how we tell 

stories about lesbians in film and television. 

Queer fans are incredibly loyal to shows that 

represent them, and create a huge fan-base that 

will fiercely rally behind couples on-screen. 
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Queer people will watch shows religiously and 

invest themselves deeply in these fictional 

relationships. Often, directors and producers 

receive awards for their queer characters. And 

there often is real progression in the same-gender 

couples presented on screen. The problem starts 

after queer fans are given a reason to follow the 

show: two queer women are in a relationship, or 

at the least, close to a relationship. So what now? 

Stories about queer women revolve around their 

sexualities so often that what story could a writer 

possibly tell after two queer characters are finally 

in that relationship? If queer women in television 

have been created to have a relationship in order 

to bring in queer viewers, then to move the story 

forward, one of them has to die. As a culture, we 

can’t see a reason to keep watching them after the 

focal point of their character has been resolved; or 

at least, straight writers can’t see a reason. Queer 

women in television are expendable bait in order 

to draw queer viewers. Once those viewers are in, 

writers don’t want to continue writing queer 

women’s’ stories.

One could, at this point, be asking, so what? 

Fiction exists, and sometimes people die in 

television shows. You can’t have lesbians in 

television and be mad when they die because 

straight characters die, too. Of course straight 

characters die in media, but when a straight 

person dies on a television show, they aren’t the 

only straight character on the entire show. When 

a straight character dies, the entire representation 

of a group of people in a series doesn’t die with 

them. When lesbians and bisexual women die on 

a television show, we don’t have another favorite 

to take their place. When half of a same-gender 

couple dies, queer women don’t have another 

couple that looks like them and represents them 

to take the couple’s place. Queer women are 

constantly being given the cultural idea that our 

love will end in tragedy. The deaths of straight 

characters don’t hold the same weight as the 

death of same-gender-attracted women because 

there are so many straight characters that ninety 

percent of them could be killed off, and there 

would still be hundreds more straight characters 

for straight people to identify with. 

Further, queer women are killed in some of 

the most violent ways, which shows exactly how 

expendable gay women are in our society. Media 

shows us what is inside of our culture and how 

we view certain groups of people. Recently, The 

Walking Dead killed off one of its lesbian 

characters, Dr. Denise Cloyd, violently, with an 

arrow through her head, which sounds like 

business as usual for queer characters. However, 

The Walking Dead is based on a comic book. 

Someone did die in the issue that the TV episode 

is based on, but it wasn’t the queer woman 

character who died; it was a straight character. 

Part of the problem with this particular death is 

that it happens right after she admits her feelings 

for another queer character. This trope has created 

a scenario where a television show see it as a 

better decision to kill off a queer woman, than to 

follow the actual source material (Robinson). 

Clearly, it is more popular to kill off a queer 

woman than a straight male character. There is 

something fundamentally wrong with removing 

half of a series’ queer characters instead of one of 

many straight men. 

While the use of queer women as targets 

for stray bullets is unfortunate, one could say that 

we are still making progress in the area of 

representation. However, even more problems 

come from looking at the kind of media that 

portrays same-gender-attracted women. Queer 

women in media are usually sexualized, and their 

stories often revolve around the sex they’re 

having. Shows with large casts of queer women 

are often filled with sex scenes and center on the 

romance in these women’s lives (e.g., The L-Word, 

Orange Is the New Black), which is not true of 

media that features gay cis men, characters who 

do have lives outside of their sexualities. We don’t 

see queer women in media portrayed as people 

who have sexualities, but instead as people who 

are sexualities. While straight couples usually 
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have lives beyond the embrace of their romantic 

partners, queer women on television have lives 

that revolve around sex with other women, and 

little else. 

Of course, the cultural problem is that we 

create media mainly for straight white men. 

Lesbians in media must appeal to their series’ 

demographic and can’t alienate viewers who 

might never possibly be in a monogamous 

relationship comprising two women. The issue 

here is best explained by Anya Josephs: “Our 

society sees sexuality as something exclusively 

male. Women are expected to perform sexuality—

to discuss sex, to look sexy, to have sex—but only 

and always for male pleasure. Female queerness 

subverts this. Women loving other women are 

clearly not doing it for men—there are no men 

involved.” Queer women in same-gender 

relationships do not exist even partially for the 

benefit of men, rather their relationships only 

benefit other women; queer women’s sexualities 

do not revolve around straight men. There is very 

little in a patriarchal society that does not revolve 

around men, therefore, there is a cultural rift to 

which the solution is the hypersexualization of 

women. Queer women’s sexuality in television is 

palatable for male viewers because it isn’t 

performed in a way meant to benefit the 

supposed queer characters; lesbians in media 

don’t perform sexuality for other queer characters 

or viewers, but rather for straight male viewers. 

In essence, these depictions aren’t meant to show 

actual lesbians, but instead are to show attractive 

women putting on a show of lesbianism for 

heterosexual men, which is partially why 

television only very rarely has butch lesbian 

characters; they aren’t sexy to men. If queer 

characters on television were meant to appeal to 

queer people, wouldn’t there be more masculine 

female characters? Since many, many queer 

women are in relationships with butch lesbians, 

one might answer, yes, queer women do find 

butch women attractive. So why aren’t they 

represented in media supposedly about queer 

women? 

The hypersexualization of same-gender-

attracted women in media becomes more 

problematic with violence against queer women 

in the real world: “Women who do not conform to 

societal expectations of sexuality and gender 

presentation are at heightened risk of violence 

based on their sexuality or gender 

identity” (“Violence”). Same-gender-attracted 

women are often victims of “corrective rape,” a 

term that euphemistically refers to trying to turn 

the victim into a heterosexual by sexual 

assaulting her. We tend to associate it with 

developing countries, but in the United States, we 

often don’t call out what our own citizens do to 

women. According to Michelle A. Marzullo and 

Alyn J. Libman of The Human Rights Campaign, 

“a study of five population-based health surveys 

of high school students found that the prevalence 

of sexual abuse or forced intercourse for girls 

identifying as bisexual ranged from 24 to 40 

percent, as lesbian ranged from 18 to 43 percent.” 

They found heterosexual girls to have a 

prevalence of sexual abuse or rape of fourteen to 

twenty-seven percent, and bisexual girls as at 

least twice as likely to report sexual abuse as their 

heterosexual peers of the same age (Marzullo and 

Lipman).  Same-gender-attracted women are 

sexualized in a way that removes their autonomy, 

and are much more likely to be victims of sexual 

assault than are heterosexual women, a fact that 

can’t be ignored in light of how we perceive queer 

women through media. 

Media that creates sexualized queer women 

who are acted upon without regard to their real 

and living counterparts normalizes the 

objectification of and violence against queer 

women in real-life. Twenty-seven percent of 

lesbians are “extremely concerned” about being 

victims of a hate-crime, compared to ten percent 

of the general population (Marzullo and Libman). 

Those fears are not unfounded; almost seventeen 

percent of hate crimes are committed against 

LGBTQ individuals (“Hate”). Violence against 

queer women is often retribution for the critical 

character flaw of being same-gender attracted—
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because of a woman’s attraction to other women, 

she deserves violence to be inflicted upon her. 

Unfortunately, our culture often agrees with this 

television trope: “it was… found that observers 

blamed lesbian, gay and bisexual victims more 

when attacks occurred just after publicly 

displaying affection for their partner (hand-

holding, kissing hello or goodbye), with no 

difference for the race or sex of the 

victim” (Marzullo and Libman). This evidence 

helps show the problem with both sexualizing 

and killing same-gender- attracted women in 

media: it normalizes sexual assault and violence 

in real life. 

At some point a culture that believes itself to 

be moving forward has to face the real effects of 

its media on the lives of the actual people it 

represents. If queer women in media are 

constantly shown as sexual objects, what does 

that content say about how we view actual queer 

women’s relationships? When the queer women 

in media are expendable to the point that we can 

list 152 dead queer women, ninety-eight of whom 

had violent deaths, what does that say about how 

we view the humanity of queer women? At some 

point we, as a culture, have to ask ourselves a 

serious question about media that claims to 

represent us: is this series accepting us, is it 

representing us as queer women, or is it just 

exploiting us? Young women who aren’t sure 

about their sexuality watch these shows and they 

shouldn’t only see attraction to other women as a 

bloodbath. They shouldn’t have to scramble 

through their school’s library for years before 

they find a single book about someone like them. 

But I think most important, as a society, we must 

remember that our media shapes who we are: it 

gives us a story with which to model our real 

lives. Gay girls deserve to see relationships like 

theirs modeled in a way that shows their lives as 

more than tragedies. 
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aturday night: Rocky Horror. The weekly 

showing was always jotted on my calendar; 

no questions asked. My best friend Jo and I 

slammed the doors on the over-bumper-stickered 

car shut after arriving at the Lakewood Theater 

for our weekly ritual. We stood in line behind 

drag queens and goths who made our combat 

boots and ripped jeans look like children’s clothes. 

We lugged our toilet paper and confetti-filled 

purses into the old, dark theater. Each Saturday 

was as exciting as the last. Once the clock struck 

midnight, our lives transformed for 100 minutes. 

The energy in the musty old theater was 

intoxicating, and we escaped into a world with no 

limits. We could laugh and yell alongside 

strangers as we watched our favorite film serve as 

the backdrop for live performance. Now, a year 

later, the enchanting theater’s doors are 

permanently closed—closed to us freaks who 

deleted the concept of “normal” from our 

repertoires for those 100 minutes each week.

I reached out to Jo recently about our love for 

Rocky Horror, wondering if the film’s status and 

impact was all it was cracked up to be—all we had 

cracked it up to be. And, via text message, I got 

my answer: No. Rocky Horror is, in fact, not all that 

we praised it for. In the same swift, shocking way 

our Saturday night tradition was shut down, so 

was my idealization of it. Jo replied:

S

The Hidden Truth of The 
Rocky Horror Picture Show
by Amelia Kinsinger

Amelia Kinsinger is a Advertising major from 

McKinney, TX who wrote this essay in the 

“(De)Constructing Gender” course taught by Eric 

Bosse.

Although I’ll always love Rocky Horror and 

know all the words by heart, it's just that like 

drag culture can be pretty misogynistic and 

transphobic. The whole “this is a show and 

entertainment” can take away validity and 

seemingly mock trans people unless it's done 

super carefully, ya know? And the 

misogynistic part is that a lot of times it's 

cisgender men dressing up as women and 

creating a caricature that mocks women, as a 

lot of times it's supposed to be humorous by 

making fun of women. And there's the whole 

they get to dress “slutty” and it's funny/cool 

and empowering but when women/trans 

women/nonbinary people dress like that, 

they get mocked or like brutalized. (Swartz-

Larson)

I stared at my phone screen, going through the 

four stages of grief in a span of five minutes. 

Performers dressed as Dr. Frank N Furter and Magenta 
from The Rocky Horror Picture Show.
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1.Denial: “No,” I thought, “Rocky Horror 

defined a huge portion of my teenage years. 

There’s no way it could be so easily dismissed. I 

can’t accept it. I won’t accept it.”

2.Depression: “But what if Jo is right? Did I 

really waste my life worshiping this misogynistic 

and transphobic film?”

3.Anger: “How could I do this? I am the 

worst. No, Rocky Horror is the worst.”

4.Acceptance: “Oh shit. I get it. But I still 

kinda love it.”

Once I hit acceptance, I had realization after 

realization about the film and its implications. 

Yes, The Rocky Horror Picture Show critiques 

conventional gender models, mocks 

heteronormativity, and promotes gender fluidity, 

but buried beneath the catchy musical numbers 

and flashy costumes, Jo’s assessment rings true. 

Although the film breaks down norms, it does so 

in a reckless way—a way that underhandedly 

allows heteronormativity to succeed. It 

perpetuates common stereotypes, and casts a 

negative light on women and transgender people. 

And yes, that totally and utterly sucks, but it’s 

even more unfortunate that I can’t stop loving 

this film.

Let There Be Lips!

The Rocky Horror Picture Show premiered on 

stage in 1973, and was greeted with mixed 

reviews when released on film two years later. It’s 

not your typical grab-a-bowl-of-popcorn-and-

unwind film, but instead a throw-popcorn-at-the-

screen-alongside-a-bunch-of-weirdos experience. 

The typical audience doesn’t care about the 

identical sounding songs, cheesy lines, or low 

production quality; what matters is that they 

aren’t just viewing—they are participating. 

Audience members yelling prearranged lines 

during pauses in dialogue, wearing eccentric 

outfits, and chucking various props characterizes 

the experience. Definitely not normal. But then 

again, nothing is particularly “normal” about this 

film.

To understand Rocky Horror’s madness, you 

need to first know the characters:

•Dr. Frank N. Furter (Tim Curry): a mad 

scientist, head of the castle, and self-proclaimed 

“sweet transvestite from Transsexual, 

Transylvania.”

•Brad Majors (Barry Bostwick) and Janet 

Weiss (Susan Sarandon): a nauseating, freshly-

engaged, and overly-traditional couple.

•Rocky Horror (Peter Hinwood): Frank’s 

blond, muscular, sparingly-dressed creation.

•Riff Raff (Richard O’Brien), Magenta (Patricia 

Quinn), and Columbia (Nell Campbell): Frank’s 

unconventional minions.

•Eddie (Meat Loaf): ex-delivery boy, 

stereotypical bad boy, and dinner’s main course.

•Dr. Everett V. Scott (Jonathan Adams): a rival 

scientist, Eddie’s unconcerned uncle, and Brad 

and Janet’s poorly chosen mentor.

•The Criminologist (Charles Gray): the serious 

(excepting his performance in the “Time Warp”) 

narrator.

The film starts by introducing Brad and Janet, 

who have become hastily engaged, and are just as 

hastily on their way to deliver the news to Dr. 

Scott. After finding themselves off course in a 

forest, the couples’ search for a telephone leads 

them to a spooky castle doorstep. They knock, 

and a mess ensues upon their entry. Frank’s 

grand entrance involves fishnet stockings, 

lipstick, song and dance, and a wide-eyed Brad 

and Janet. After his performance, Frank leads the 

couple to his lab, where he brings Rocky to life. 

Eddie emerges, breaks into a musical number, 

and (naturally) Frank kills him. Next, Brad and 

Janet are shown to separate rooms, where Frank 

seduces them individually. Jealous of Brad, Janet 

becomes intimate with Rocky. Dr. Scott then 

arrives at the castle looking for Eddie. The group 

shares dinner, which happens to be Eddie’s 

disfigured remains. (I guess they cast Meat Loaf 

for a reason). After Janet freaks out about their 

meal, everyone meets in the lab where Frank 

turns them into stone, dresses them in cabaret 
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costumes, and then turns them back into humans. 

Janet, Brad, Dr. Scott, Rocky, and Columbia 

perform a cabaret show with Frank as the leader. 

Riff Raff and Magenta interrupt to reveal 

themselves as aliens; kill Columbia, Rocky, and 

Frank; release Brad, Janet, and Dr. Scott; and 

return to their home planet (Rocky). And that 

concludes the perfect chaos.

Rocky Horror appeared in theatres as the 

glam-rock era drew to a close. Think David Bowie

—specifically, Bowie’s heavy makeup, low-cut 

tops, and platform boots. Bowie embodied the 

defining features of glam rock: music, glamour 

(obviously), and stretching sexual boundaries. So, 

while Rocky Horror was still a what-the-hell-is-

happening performance, it was not the first or the 

only gender-destroying, groundbreaking art form 

in popular culture. Gender fluidity was not 

discussed much during the late ‘70s. Sexual 

experimentation was obviously happening, but it 

didn’t necessarily make it easy to define or label 

oneself as a certain gender and sexuality. Dr. 

Frank N. Furter’s only expressed label was 

“transvestite.” Genetics researcher and queer/

trans advocacy volunteer, Mari Brighe, explains: 

When the film was originally released in 

1975, “transvestite” was the common 

terminology used for a cross dresser, and the 

term “transsexual” was hardly known 

outside of medical and LGBT circles. In the 

context of the culture of 1975, both Frank N. 

Furter and the film as a whole were 

incredibly subversive for their portrayals of 

flexible gender and non-heterosexual sex. 

(Brighe)

 So, while shows like RuPaul’s Drag Race have 

conventionalized drag culture and cross dressing 

in our own time, Frank’s character was still 

shocking and revolutionary in the context of the 

film’s release.

Which One? Which Gender? Which Species?

Part of what makes Rocky Horror successful is 

the film’s satire of heteronormativity and 

common traditional gender roles. When either 

Janet or Brad is on-screen, the audience’s 

exclamations of “Slut!” and “Asshole!” confirm its 

understanding that the film is ridiculing the 

couple. The film introduces the couple as 

steadfast heteronormative disciples with values 

that are effortlessly mocked once they meet 

opposition in Dr. Frank N. Furter’s castle. Before 

entering the castle, Brad and Janet’s rushed 

engagement has revealed their heteronormative 

standards. Janet catches the bride’s bouquet at a 

wedding, triggering Brad’s immediate proposal, 

to which she bewilderingly agrees. Amittai F. 

Aviram, Associate Professor of English and 

Comparative Literature, explains how the 

engagement reinforces “the conception of 

marriage not as a celebration of love but as the 

fulfillment of rigid social norms” (187). The 

couple’s admiration for heteronormativity turns 

their lifestyle into a joke. Victoria Tickle, a 

marketing executive and Film International author, 

explains Brad and Janet’s gendered attitudes: “an 

acceptable reasoning behind why Brad and Janet 

(within the film’s structured society) are so fixed 

in their gender roles is to be recognized by that 

society as normal” (148). The couple’s frantic 

grasp for normalcy reveals their need to appear as 

society’s ideal couple… but they are far from it.

After understanding Brad and Janet’s socially 

constructed goals and ideals, we can see how 

easily the castle challenges these goals. The couple 

originally views themselves as normal, and the 

castle’s community as outcasts. Brad and Janet’s 

prioritization of social norms above their 

individuality is underlined when they meet Dr. 

Frank N. Furter—a (very) stark opposition to 

everything they view as ordinary. Brad and Janet 

desperately cling to their constructed roles when 

they enter this queer society. Janet is frenzied, 

weak, and stereotypically feminine, while Brad’s 

the opposite: 

Janet: Brad, please, let’s get out of here. (Slut!)

Brad: For God’s sake keep a grip on yourself 

Janet! (Asshole!)
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Frustration grows when Frank sardonically 

recognizes and disregards Brad’s 

masculinity:

Frank: How forceful you are, Brad. Such a 

perfect specimen of manhood. So… 

dominant. You must be awfully proud of 

him, Janet. (Brad, your dominance is 

showing!)

Brad and Frank immediately clash, and “… there 

is a larger, more overtly political, gay side to the 

conflict between Frank and Brad—the general 

theme of the disruption of 

heterosexuality” (Aviram 186). Brad’s shock and 

disgust for the castle’s culture underlines the 

disruption of heterosexuality he and Janet 

experience: “The assault on heterosexuality-as-

an-institution takes place on several 

fronts” (Aviram 187), and persists until, ironically, 

they both conform to nonconformity. This change 

occurs when Frank’s minions assign Brad and 

Janet separate rooms to supposedly maintain 

their pre-marital chastity. (Honestly, do they think 

this place supports customary virtues?) As a 

conventional heterosexual couple, they are each 

distraught when Frank sleeps with them, but find 

comfort when Frank promises to keep the affair 

secret from their partner. Their relief reveals the 

onset of their change, “The parallelism of these 

two scenes, and the mutual shock when the two 

view each other’s seduction on closed-circuit TV, 

can only further undermine the opposition of sex 

roles associated with heterosexual, ideological 

reproduction” (Aviram 188). The ease with which 

Brad and Janet’s initially strong views 

disintegrate mocks the couple’s heteronormative 

ideals, and their inconsistent attitude defines 

them as “typical” people:

Typical people who adapt to atypical 

situations are powerful subversives of middle 

American values. As pure representatives of 

conventional and traditional culture, their 

speedy acquiescence to deviance indicates 

this idealized culture's fragility. Brad and 

Janet, apparent conservatives in 

Frankenfurter's horrific and radical world, are 

stripped, literally and figuratively, of their 

exterior middle American identity 

documents. (Kinkade and Katovich 200)

The couple’s innocence is shed, and their 

adaptation to the new society serves as a look into 

heteronormative society’s arbitrariness. Brad and 

Janet follow particular ideals for no reason other 

than to blend in, and the film acknowledges this 

trait within our culture and mocks it. 

Going hand-in-hand with its rejection of 

heteronormativity, the film endorses gender 

fluidity. Frank’s character makes it unmistakably 

clear that gender, sexuality, and appearance do 

not need to align: “Dr. Frank-N-Furter, and 

indeed all transsexuals and transgendered people, 

illustrate the difference between anatomical sex, 

gendered identity and gender 

performativity” (Tickle 148). Frank rejects 

conformity while maintaining his position as a 

leader, and this dominating role marks gender 

fluidity as the castle’s standard. He is assertive 

and dominant (and looks pretty fierce in fishnets), 

and therefore respected, not only as the authority 

figure and role model, but also for his standards. 

In their reading of Rocky Horror, Texas Christian 

University professors Patrick Kinkade and 

Michael Katovich explain how Frank “is the 

deviant god, leading his people astray while 

celebrating the right to do so . . . . As with other 

camp heroes of post-1960s genre films, 

Frankenfurter appeals to qualities that 

mainstream conservative culture disdains” (200). 

Frank, along with the other castle residents, 

establishes his own definition of normal—a 

definition uninfluenced by the outside world’s 

ideas. His encouragement to reject common views 

inspires other characters, including Brad and 

Janet, whose swift adherence to the castle’s norms 

clarifies this new standard of gender fluidity 

while underscoring the disruption of social 

norms. Frank’s rejection of what the audience 

defines as conventional ultimately encourages 

viewers to redefine their view of “normal” (at 
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least for a couple of hours).

You Call That a Man?

One of Rocky Horror’s many intriguing 

aspects is its ability to maintain a 

heteronormative audience. Yes, people transform 

into nonconformists for an evening (somewhat 

imitating Brad and Janet’s transformation), but 

the audience is predominantly heteronormative. 

Rocky Horror’s ability to maintain a mainstream 

audience partially depends upon presenting not 

an exclusively queer society, but a queer society 

hidden within a heteronormative world. Dr. 

Everett V. Scott is the “normal person” archetype. 

Scott is “meant to be the physical embodiment of 

queer culture oppression,” and “members of the 

audience with the same view as Dr. Scott may 

find some comfort in the fact that societal norms 

in the film remain a carbon copy of the societal 

norms which they embrace” (Tickle 150). The film 

uses Dr. Scott as a tool to hint at 

heteronormativity:

Dr. Scott: “You saw what became of Eddie. 

Society must be protected.”

Dr. Scott serves as a reminder that the queer 

culture cannot fully exist. One reading of Rocky 

Horror highlights this point:

Rocky Horror is more than a crisis film. Its 

basis is a paradox - the celebration of 

deviance to verify society. The destruction of 

Frankenfurter's world and Brad and Janet's 

escape from it (presumably to wed) reaffirm 

the necessity of a heterosexual procreating 

society . . . . Thus, a conservative ideology 

contains Rocky Horror’s outrageous 

appearances—traditional norms are 

validated; Frankenfurter is merely a 

distraction. (Kinkade and Katovich 200)

The castle’s society draws us away from 

heteronormativity, yet this diversion from our 

daily mainstream society is short-lived and 

incessantly disrupted by characters such as Dr. 

Scott and the Criminologist. Consequently, the 

heteronormative society—though not constantly 

shown—can always be felt. A staunchly 

heteronormative audience finds reassurance in 

the fact that, while conventional standards will 

always dominate, places with queer culture can be 

demolished and never considered again (ironic 

considering my favorite theater’s destruction). It 

is demolished when the castle members reveal 

their true identities as aliens, kill Frank, and 

swiftly return to their world. To tie it up nicely for 

the audience: the queer society literally 

dehumanizes themselves by revealing they are 

aliens, and Frank—the supposed epitome of 

gender fluidity— dies. Just like that, this 

outlandish culture disappears so the 

heteronormative culture can resurface and live on. 

The Rocky Horror Show’s principal symbol of 

queer culture—Frank—exhibits a concerning 

portrayal when in drag: he oppresses women and 

transgender people, and he uses power and 

dominance as tools for oppression and alienation. 

His “entire camp personality from the beginning, 

as the raging drag queen” (Aviram 185) mocks 

trans people and women (as does drag-culture in 

the real world). Frank helped revolutionize 

gender nonconformity during the ‘70s, but in 

today’s context, he is merely a bisexual drag-

queen. His character illuminates drag-culture’s 

main crisis—it ultimately allows cisgender men to 

dress up and create a parody that mocks women. 

Charlotte Coles explains that “The humour 

expressed in many mainstream drag acts (Dame 

Edna Everage, RuPaul, Lily Savage) is 

conservative and presents an image of women 

which is stereotypical to the point of insult” (9). 

Drag culture builds off of women’s negative 

stereotypes, and as shown through Frank’s 

portrayal, it’s easier for films and other media to 

cast light on uncommonly represented people if 

they perpetuate a narrow stereotype. Results of a 

study of how transgender people experience the 

media suggest that the media “routinely confuses 

cross dressing, transsexualism and homosexuality, 

which leads to people feeling misrepresented, and 

may potentially compound prejudiced attitudes in 

society” ("How” 10). This confusion contributes to 

the negative image of trans people and women. 
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Why can we praise and respect Frank in his 

glittery corset while we mock and brutalize trans 

women for wearing the same thing? Although 

Rocky Horror advocated for fluidity on the 

surface, Frank’s character was another rewrite of 

the commonly stereotyped and misrepresented 

woman. Frank’s alleged fluidity is finally 

trumped by the negative stereotypes his character 

maintains and perpetuates.

Bye, Lips! Bubbye!

I’m reminded of the discomfort surrounding 

my first Rocky Horror showing, from the “V” 

smudged on my forehead with lipstick as a 

symbol for my Rocky Horror virginity to the live-

action Frank sitting on my lap singing, “Don’t 

Dream it, Be it.” I’m uncomfortable again. I know 

it wasn’t Rocky Horror’s intention to perpetuate 

negative stereotypes and underhandedly 

promote heteronormativity. I mean, the movie 

came out more than 40 years ago, when it served 

as a stepping stone to inclusion. While the film 

isn’t perfect, it gave conversations surrounding 

gender and sexuality a (high-heeled) kick into 

gear. Heteronormative audiences had a safe space 

to drop their cool, throw away their standards, 

and explore difference and diversity. The 

negatives that lie underneath Rocky Horror’s 

surface must be acknowledged and serve as a 

reminder to look at the full context before 

drawing conclusions. It’s uncomfortable, but after 

all, I’d rather be uncomfortable than unaware.
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e use the word “real” in two different 

ways. In one sense, the real is the 

physical, the non-fantastical, the 

things we can rely on to be true. The real deal. 

David Boren, taxes, and the sun are real; James 

Bond and Atlantis are not. Dinosaurs used to be 

real, but are not real anymore. And so on. In 

another sense, the “real” involves the emotional, 

the visceral, and the personal. You might tell a 

friend, “If you had been there, you would have 

understood what it was really like.” When a 

conversation turns to matters that are close to the 

heart or painful, we say that it “got real.” In Will 

in the World (2004), Harvard’s Stephen Greenblatt 

discusses the reality of Shakespeare’s life in that 

first, physical, literal sense. Did the young man 

referred to in the procreation sonnets actually 

exist? If so, can we identify him? What was 

Shakespeare’s real motivation for writing these 

particular poems? We cannot be absolutely certain 

about the answers to these questions. Shakespeare 

lived so long ago that many people, starting with 

Delia Bacon and including Sigmund Freud and 

Mark Twain, have questioned whether or not he 

really wrote the plays attributed to him (“Past”). 

But, as Greenblatt says, the reason we care about 

the physical realities surrounding Shakespeare’s 

existence is because we are entranced by the 

emotional, personal reality in his writing: “As 

with any other writer whose voice has long ago 

fallen silent and whose body has mouldered away, 

all that is left are words on a page, but even before 

W

Scorn Not the Sonnet

by Sylvia Kramer

Sylvia Kramer is a Dramaturgy major from 

Edmond, OK who wrote this essay in the “Keepin’ 

It Real” course taught by Nick LoLordo.

a gifted actor makes Shakespeare’s words come 

alive, those words contain the vivid presence of 

actual, lived experience.” Helen Vendler, another 

Harvard professor and literary critic, says in her 

preface to Poems, Poets, Poetry, that “we read 

imaginative works... in order to gain a wider 

sense of the real” (xlii). Shakespeare’s work 

satisfies our desire to better understand the 

emotional realities of others and of ourselves. 

Because he speaks so beautifully and clearly 

about the deep, intimate parts of the human 

experience, we become invested in him and want 

to know more about the surface details of his life. 

Like an audience at a magic show moved and 

amazed by seemingly impossible displays, we 

are desperate to know what goes on behind the 

curtain. However, Shakespeare is buried so deep 

in the past that he, like a magician, will never 

reveal his secrets. 

Why did Shakespeare write sonnets? 

According to The Poetry Foundation, they were 

published as a collection of a 154 poems in 1609, 

but were most likely composed several years 

earlier (“William”). Greenblatt offers a practical 

explanation: he wrote them for a paycheck. 

Greenblatt contends that Shakespeare was 

commissioned to write the procreation sonnets to 

convince Henry Wriothesely, a poetry-loving 

bachelor, to get married (Greenblatt). Even if we 

accept this theory as true, it does not answer the 

whole question. Were the sonnets just a job to 

Shakespeare, or were they more personal? Did 

they contain any autobiographical details about 

Shakespeare’s relationship with Wriothesely? 

That is just the beginning—there are also many 

questions about other figures mentioned in the 

sonnets: the rival poet and the dark lady 

(“William”).

 Our curiosity about the sonnets is especially 

piqued because they fit into a different genre 

than Shakespeare’s more popular works, his 

plays. Romeo and Juliet are clearly fictional 

characters, separate from the playwright. 

Sometimes this is the case with poetry as well—

poetry criticism states that a reader should not 
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automatically conflate the author of a poem with 

the speaker. However, many poems are 

autobiographical and it’s easy for the line 

between the author and speaker of a poem to be 

blurred. The Bard himself seems to state that he is 

the speaker of the sonnets when he says in the 

last line of Sonnet 136, “...my name is Will” 

(136.14). The sonnets fit into the genre of lyric 

poetry. Dramatic poems, like Hamlet’s 

soliloquies, are meant to be recited and to tell 

stories about characters. Lyric poems like the 

sonnets are more personal. We put ourselves in 

the place of the speaker and experience what he 

experiences. As Vendler says, “Lyric is the genre 

of private life” (xlii). Lyric poetry is home to 

expressions of the second type of real, describing 

emotional experiences held close to the heart.

While it may seem that the sonnets can be 

interpreted as clues about the real, historical 

Shakespeare, this is not necessarily the case. In 

his poem, “Scorn Not the Sonnet,” William 

Wordsworth tells us not to look down on the 

sonnets because with them “Shakespeare 

unlocked his heart.” But, is that true? Did William 

Shakespeare, through the sonnets, unveil his 

inner life to his readers? In the practical, physical 

sense of reality, Wordsworth is wrong—

Shakespeare’s heart remains locked to us. The 

sonnets do not offer the identities of real people 

whom he loved, or why he loved them, or for 

how long. That information is sealed away, both 

by Shakespeare’s own ambiguity and the passing 

of time. 

At first glance, this fact seems like a huge 

disappointment. We crave a narrative to give 

context to the emotional experience of reading the 

sonnets—when we have fallen in love with the 

poet’s soul, it is only natural to want to meet him 

in the flesh, to understand the physical reality of 

his life. We know so little about our fascinating, 

almost impossibly imaginative author, or about 

his beautiful young man, or his rival poet, or his 

dark mistress. These figures, some more 

shrouded in mystery than others, spark our 

curiosity—they have been written and speculated 

about countless times. Oscar Wilde wrote a short 

story about the identity of the fair youth, entitled, 

“The Portrait of Mr. W.H.” One character in the 

story attempts to convince another that the 

“W.H.” in the dedication of the sonnets refers to a 

young man named Willie Hughes. Eventually, the 

character is so convinced that his theory is correct, 

he shoots himself in defense of it, saying, “I shall 

have died by my own hand for Willie Hughes's 

sake” (Wilde 193). It seems that readers of 

Shakespeare’s sonnets have some kind of stake in 

them and the way they hint at an overarching 

narrative.

One reason we are so curious about 

Shakespeare’s life is that the two kinds of real are 

not as separate as they first seem. In terms of 

literature and art, both practical and emotional 

reality benefit when paired with the opposite 

kind of reality. Concrete, nonfictional reality 

without emotional, personal reality is dusty and 

lifeless, an instructional manual or math textbook. 

Emotional reality without anything tangible is 

lofty and difficult to relate to—physical details 

enrich emotional language by giving it context. 

Sonnet 18 is Shakespeare’s most famous sonnet—

most are familiar with the question, “Shall I 

compare thee to a summer’s day?” (18.1). 

According to Greenblatt, the historical purpose of 

this poem was to convince a young bachelor to 

get married. Combining rich, emotionally real 

themes such as the transitory nature of life, the 

exquisiteness of nature, and the definition of 

beauty, the poem is both exhilarating and 

empathetic. The line, “And every fair from fair 

sometime declines,” has a rhythm and flow and 

comments on the finiteness of good things in this 

world. The narrator is simultaneously in an 

almost childlike awe about the addressee’s beauty 

and jaded about the nature of life and how 

nothing lasts. Then, he gives us the transition in 

sonnets 19 and 20, in which the young man is no 

longer urged to live forever through his progeny, 

but through the speaker’s verse! Now there is a 
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personal relationship between the young man 

and the narrator. Subtle changes like these 

between individual sonnets, as well as among the 

many different “characters”—the young man, the 

dark mistress, the rival poet—create hints of a 

compelling, overarching narrative. That narrative 

may leave some questions unanswered, but it is 

enough to give context to the emotional reality of 

the poems. According to psychologist Pamela B. 

Rutledge, “Stories are how we are wired.... Stories 

create genuine emotions, presence (the sense of 

being somewhere), and behavioral responses.” 

The pieces of stories and characters in the sonnets 

are part of their draw—they are one of the 

reasons the sonnets cause us to have an emotional 

reaction. 

Another reason the sonnets have such an 

emotional reality is the way they invite us inside. 

Because they are lyric poems, they are intimate 

and deal with matters close to the heart, 

discussing love, death, time, nature, and other 

topics that involve all of humanity. Although 

everyone will invest in each poem somewhat 

differently, there is common ground between the 

narrator and the reader because topics like love, 

lust, jealousy, and mourning the passage of time 

are universal. We are sometimes left feeling that 

his words fit better in our mouths and hearts than 

our own—you might say, “It’s good to see you,” 

when you mean, “Haply I think on thee, and then 

my state, /like to the lark at break of day arising” 

(29.10-11) This facet of the sonnets contribute to 

their realness—they bridge the 

you-had-to-be-there gap of emotional reality and 

ask us to forget the untranslatability of immediate 

experience. 

Sonnet 130 contains a lot of reality in the 

sense that it is not fantastical: the woman 

described is not idealized in the way we might 

expect from love poetry. Because of this, the 

sonnet grabbed hold of me in a personal way. I 

don’t fit the ideal of love poetry—even in my best 

moments I fall far short of a summer’s day in 

terms of loveliness. Yet, sonnet 130 is a 

celebration of that, of women who walk on the 

ground (12), and yet, are loved, a concept that 

feels real and personal to me. As Vendler writes, 

“There are moments in life when one poem suits 

and another doesn’t” (xlii). She’s referring to the 

pleasure and connection we gain from poems at a 

personal level—which changes throughout our 

lives and from person to person as circumstances 

change. Both the inherent narrative of the sonnets 

and their personal nature show that, whether or 

not Shakespeare unlocked his heart, he knew how 

to unlock ours. 

 Although curiosity about the Bard’s real life 

is natural, reading sonnets solely as if they were a 

crime scene to a detective is missing the point. 

The identity of the beautiful young man matters 

less than the enduring words written about him—

the sonnets themselves contain more value than 

do their inspiration. In sonnet 19, the speaker 

promises the fair youth that his beauty will live 

on forever through the poet’s verse. If there was a 

man who had actually managed to become 

immortal, we might care about his name 

somewhat, but, in the long run, his method for 

living forever would be of much greater 

importance to us than the fact that he did. So it is 

with the sonnets—we are certainly interested in 

the identities of the people mentioned in the 

poems but more important are the sonnets 

themselves. Wordsworth implores us not to scorn 

the sonnet. I implore us not to ask the sonnet to be 

more than what it is—because nothing more is 

needed. As Greenblatt says, “One of the prime 

characteristics of Shakespeare’s art is the touch of 

the real” (qtd. by LoLordo). The sonnets are 

dramatic and emotional, but thanks to 

Shakespeare’s imagination, intensity of feeling, 

and talent with words, they also feel concrete and 

real—in both senses of the word. 
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long with panic surrounding an oil 

embargo and a growing mistrust of 

government, a heightened awareness of 

environmental issues characterized 1970s 

America. Ushered in with the inaugural 

celebration of Earth Day, the decade went on to 

see a dramatic increase in environmental activism 

and legislation. America—as well as countries 

worldwide—did an about-face from the disregard 

toward the natural world of previous decades; 

however, the sudden cultural absorption with 

protecting and preserving nature went hand in 

hand with deep misgivings about nature’s 

deterioration. In The American Disaster Film of the 

Seventies, Lee Anderson christens this feeling of 

foreboding “Doomsday Anxiety” (175). Anderson 

points out that the topics of the decade’s best-

selling books indicate “a seventies readership that 

was decidedly fascinated with the prospect of 

impending Armageddon,” citing potentially 

apocalyptic events like melting polar ice caps, 

disappearing oceans, and the destruction of the 

ozone layer (175). This perception colored not only 

the literature of the era but also birthed new 

genres of horror and disaster films, many of which 

involve a man-made structure pitted against the 

ravages of nature (The Poseidon Adventure (1972), 

Earthquake (1974), and The Towering Inferno (1974), 

for example) or survival in a post-apocalyptic 
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wasteland where nature had been transgressed 

(such as Soylent Green (1973)). In American films 

such as Earthquake and The Poseidon Adventure, 

natural disasters such as seismic activity and 

giant waves swiftly strip humans of their 

defenses and infrastructure, leaving them 

struggling to stay alive. Alternately, in the world 

of Soylent Green, the disaster has already 

happened: humans have ruined the environment, 

turning it into a barren stretch of defunct 

automobiles and yellow smog. However, 

transgression against nature is still central to the 

film’s horrific plot. It is also not uncommon for 

only a handful of main characters to survive a 

1970s disaster film, and often such survivors

are emotionally traumatized by the events 

Lost (1886) by Frederick McCubbin. Director Peter Weir 
cited the work of Australian impressionists like 
McCubbin as a major influence on the visual style of 
Picnic at Hanging Rock.
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they’ve outlived. The underlying fear behind 

such disaster films seemed to be that nature will 

repay the egregious errors humans had made in 

decades past—or, as Anderson puts it, “the 

primeval fear that the earth and heaven will 

destroy us all” (177). The tone of these films 

indicates a shift in belief, particularly in America, 

as nature went from being regarded a force that 

could be used and controlled to being viewed as 

an exhaustible resource that, when trifled with, 

became unpredictable and often perilous—as if 

nature were suddenly alive with supernatural 

terrors and avenging itself on profligate man.

In no disaster film does the natural melt as 

hauntingly into the supernatural as in Peter 

Weir’s Picnic at Hanging Rock. Released in 1975 in 

Australia and 1979 in the U.S. to box office 

success, the film is set in the Australian state of 

Victoria in 1900 and traces the events of a fateful 

Valentine’s Day picnic taken by a group of 

schoolgirls at a famous geological formation in 

the area. Four of the girls—Miranda, Irma, Edith, 

and Marion—explicitly go against the 

headmistress’s orders and venture away from the 

base of the Rock to explore it. Three of them 

vanish into the rock with no given explanation, 

and only Edith returns, screaming and in a state 

of shock. Miss McCraw, the mathematics mistress 

who goes looking for the girls, is also lost to the 

Rock. Eventually Irma is found, but despite 

concerted efforts by the local community, the 

other two girls and their mistress are never seen 

again. Their disappearance damages the 

reputation of the school, Appleyard College, and 

creates an atmosphere of chaos in the school 

(local) community (Picnic). Deliberately vague 

and otherworldly, Picnic at Hanging Rock is unlike 

American disaster films of the time that feature 

nature as an antagonist, in that, while the rock is 

“natural,” the mysterious disappearance of the 

schoolgirls is anything but. In Weir’s hands, a 

seemingly benign mass of volcanic rock is 

transformed into a mysterious, almost 

supernatural force with the power to destroy. The 

Rock—and the aura of mystery and danger 

surrounding it—becomes almost like another 

character as it unravels the lives of the story’s 

human protagonists, effectively obliterating their 

control over themselves and their destinies. 

However, the cause of nature’s deviance in the 

film still seems to be man’s violation of it; in turn, 

nature renders him helpless and divests him of all 

semblance of control—a pattern similar to that of 

many 1970s American disaster films. Even though 

Picnic at Hanging Rock is set in Australia in the 

early 20th century, this motif of nature as both 

victim and antagonist stretches across borders to 

tap into the underlying fears of 1970s American 

experience: that humankind was unable to exist 

alongside nature without harming it; that nature 

had become threatening and chaotic in return; 

and that nature would slowly undermine 

civilized life, rendering humanity helpless.

The American Environmental Movement

In the first half of the 20th century, America’s 

relationship with the environment was largely 

exploitative and irresponsible. Christine M. 

Whitney explains that the economic growth that 

followed the Second World War led to “the mass 

consumption of everything from energy and 

detergents to plastics and pesticides.” According 

to Whitney, the environmental impact of this 

mass consumption was not immediately apparent 

to Americans, resulting in their continued careless 

treatment of the natural world with relatively few 

qualms. But several events in the 1960s and 1970s 

led to a shift in public perception of 

environmental issues. An oil well blowout in 1969 

caused a massive oil spill in the Santa Barbara 

Channel that “coated beaches in a blanket of 

crude” and sealed the fates of countless nearby 

birds (Stewart, et al. 7). Later in the same year, 

Ohio’s Cuyahoga River, badly polluted and 

clogged with garbage, burst into flames, sending 

“a burning slick of kerosene and oil [floating] 

downstream through the city of 

Cleveland” (Ibid.). DDT, a notorious pesticide and 
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one of the main subjects of Rachel Carson’s then-

recent book Silent Spring, was banned in 1972, 

after the pesticide was linked to eggshell-thinning 

that endangered eagles and other bird species 

(Gordon).

The repercussions for both people and 

animals of human abuse of the natural world 

served in many ways as a wake up-call to 

Americans that triggered an enormous response. 

In July of 1970, just a few months after the first 

Earth Day, the Environmental Protection Agency 

was established by President Richard Nixon “to 

consolidate and strengthen federal environment 

programs” (Stewart, et al. 8). In the years that 

followed, several major environmental bills were 

passed to protect wildlife, including the Marine 

Mammal Protection Act of 1972 and the 

Endangered Species Act of 1973. Legislation was 

also put in place to ensure clean air and water by 

preventing further hazards caused by pollution. 

But despite huge advances in environmental 

activism, concerns remained around such issues 

as overpopulation—“the environmental damage 

that would inevitably result from a population 

too large for Earth to support”—and the links 

between technological progress and pollution 

(Whitney par. 10-11). For perhaps the first time in 

history, people began to believe that their very 

existence was inherently harmful to nature.

The Australian Environmental Movement

Although its timeline differed in each 

country, environmentalism in Australia followed 

a similar trajectory to that of America, as gross 

misuse and abuse of natural resources prior to the 

mid-20th century gave way to national interest in 

conservation or protection by the 1970s. Just as 

Americans often treated nature as a commodity 

prior to the 1970s (and arguably continue to do so 

today)—altering the landscape, using pesticides 

to support unsustainable farming practices, and 

irresponsibly mining precious substances—

European newcomers to Australia in the 1800s 

and early 1900s were intrigued by, but not 

necessarily respectful of, their exotic 

surroundings. Steven White notes that 

“Australian animals were represented in Britain 

as extraordinary, unusual, challenging and 

deserving of considerable sympathetic curiosity”; 

this curiosity endangered creatures in the colonies 

themselves for myriad reasons. For example, 

native wildlife was both hunted for food and 

trapped and shipped off to Europe as a curiosity. 

Penny Olsen, an Australian ornithologist and 

author, writes that “animals were a source of 

income; they were sold to the live animal trade 

and taxidermists, to museums and collectors, and 

as souvenirs and decorations” (qtd. in White). 

This commodification of nature is evident from 

the first few minutes of Picnic at Hanging Rock. A 

glimpse at the interior of Appleyard College 

provides an abundance of examples of nature on 

display: there are collections of shells, potted 

plants, feathers, some sort of vertebra in a box, 

and a caged, tropical bird in the room where Sara 

is supposed to be memorizing a poem. The 

wallpaper and carpeting of the girls’ school are 

laden with floral motifs. In fact, displays of nature 

in indoor spaces are almost unnervingly excessive 

in the film, such that the taming and encasing of 

natural objects seems to border on obsession.

Besides putting nature on exhibition, 

Europeans (the British in particular) forced the 

land in Australia to conform to their conceptions 

of what nature should look like. To foreigners 

pining for their motherland, Australia’s wildlife 

was not an especially welcoming sight: “the 

countryside, to European eyes, could be barren, 

monotonous, unreadable and truly wild; lacking 

the familiar sights and sounds of Britain, 

homesickness was ever-present” (White). This 

homesickness led the British to attempt to recreate 

Australia in England’s image. Vast swaths of 

indigenous trees and undergrowth were cleared 

to make room for pasture land, destroying the 

homes of inhabiting animals. “Grazing 

marsupials,” wombats, bilbies, and “various 

avian and mammalian carnivores,” among others, 
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posed a threat to British attempts to civilize their 

new environment, and were treated with distaste 

at best, eradicated at worst (Franklin qtd. in 

White). The British in the film attempt to 

surround themselves with remnants of home: 

copious amounts of non-native flowers, such as 

roses and carnations, appear in vases in every 

room in the girls’ school, and lush, groomed 

lawns are prevalent at the estates pictured in the 

film. Similarly, Americans altered their country’s 

landscape to their liking, often in a way 

detrimental to the environment: for example, the 

modern American lawn originated with the 

European aristocracy, whose lawns were 

originally status symbols to show that the 

landowner was affluent and did not need to farm 

all his land. The lawn made its way into 

American culture, and by the 1950s a lush, green 

lawn was the suburbanite dream. But the 

maintenance of these decadent swaths of grass 

required the use of chemical fertilizers, pesticides, 

and liberal amounts of water—all to maintain a 

miniature environment that did nothing to 

support, feed, or provide a home for wildlife.

Both acclimatization societies created to bring 

in exotic wildlife and farmers also quickly 

introduced foreign species—from English 

songbirds to game such as rabbits and foxes to 

livestock such as pigs and cattle—into the wilds 

of Australia (White). Animals also entered 

Australia by accidentally escaping the fleets of 

ships sent to colonize the land. Many of the 

animals introduced grew invasive—some 

escaped, became feral, and spread diseases to 

native wildlife. The most striking example in the 

film of a non-native animal is the recurring white 

swan—a bird that functions as an icon for 

Miranda. Both the swan and the girl represent a 

foreign presence in Australia: Miranda says she 

comes from a station, an often-commercial 

Australian sheep or cattle farm, in Queensland, 

and the white swan is one of the non-native 

species introduced in the previous century by 

British colonists. British colonists also favored 

plants native to their homeland to the unfamiliar 

flora of Australia. Plants native to Europe, like 

gorse, blackberries, and willows, are now listed as 

Weeds of National Significance by the Australian 

government (“Measuring”). American history is 

also rife with the introduction of non-native flora 

and fauna: the starlings that now loudly swarm 

North America were imported from England in 

1890 in a tribute to Shakespeare that quickly got 

out of hand, and the rat-like, rapidly breeding 

nutria were brought into the U.S. for their fur. 

Now both species, along with many others, 

interfere with native wildlife and ecosystems.

However, just as Britain’s exploitation and 

control of nature in Australia mirrors the 

destructive patterns that Europeans settlers 

introduced into the U.S., so does its eventual shift 

to conservation and protection. At the time Weir 

filmed Picnic at Hanging Rock in Australia, 

attitudes toward the disruption of native 

ecosystems had changed. White points out that 

“the legal protection of native wild animals… was 

further enhanced when the Commonwealth 

began playing a significant regulatory role, 

especially from the 1970s,” a role that included 

treaties to safeguard native flora and fauna. The 

similar path that both countries followed from a 

place of environmental disregard to one of 

awareness probably led to common cultural 

anxieties about the impact of their actions on the 

natural world, which accounts for the film’s 

commercial success and resonance with both 

Australian and American audiences—audiences 

with a shared history of abusing natural 

ecosystems, and a growing recognition of the 

consequences.

Humans Harm Nature

Sara’s predicament in particular serves as a 

small-scale model of a prominent pattern in Picnic 

at Hanging Rock: humankind’s inability to coexist 

with nature, exhibited again and again in the 

attitudes of the film’s characters. When, during a 

conversation with her schoolmates that takes 
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place on the Rock, Irma prophetically proclaims 

that Sara is doomed, she compares her to a deer 

that her father brought home for her once: “I 

looked after it, but it died. Mama always said it 

was doomed.” Similar to the weak and helpless 

deer, Sara is a poor orphan sent to the girls’ 

school by an unnamed patron and forced to 

adopt the patterns and rules of civilized society. 

At one point in the film she confesses that she 

once dreamed of being a circus rider, a wild 

fantasy that she’d have small chance of realizing 

in Appleyard College’s formal environment. 

Throughout the film, Sara appears out of place 

and deeply uncomfortable in her surroundings. 

Mrs. Appleyard makes repeated attempts to 

“tame” her, such as forbidding her to journey to 

the Rock, forcing her to memorize a poem, and 

strapping her to the wall to straighten her back. 

At the end of the movie, Sara is found dead after 

she jumps—or is thrown—out of her bedroom 

window and falls through the roof of the 

greenhouse. Although the ambiguity of Irma’s 

story asks the question whether the deer was 

already fated to die or human care brought about 

its passing (as Mrs. Appleyard’s persecution 

arguably contributes to Sara’s demise), it is 

evident in both Sara’s and the deer’s cases that 

human intervention with nature—even attempts 

to cure it or make it more pleasing—ultimately 

does more harm than good in the film.

This incompatibility between humans and 

nature is evident from when the girls commence 

their journey to Hanging Rock by scattering 

hothouse flowers across the steps of the 

schoolyard. In an arid Australian climate, these 

flowers would likely have been cultivated in a 

greenhouse. The carelessly-disposed flowers are 

symbols of Britain’s extravagant waste of 

Australia’s natural resources, indicative of its 

consumeristic attitude toward nature. The lawns 

surrounding Appleyard College and the 

Fitzhubert estate also reflect this view toward the 

environment, as they are wasteful on multiple 

fronts. They are, for instance, a prime example of 

cleared land that once might have housed native 

wildlife. Although Australia does count 

grasslands among its ecosystems, they consist of 

taller, native grasses that, unlike the short, 

probably imported turf of a mansion’s front lawn, 

provide hiding places and homes for small 

animals, insects, and birds. In contrast, the 

turfgrasses used for aristocratic front lawns in the 

film are kept mown close to the ground and do 

not parallel any natural ecosystem. They would 

also likely require more water and care than 

hardy native grasses—water that would be a 

scarce commodity in the bush.

Michael Fitzhubert, a local aristocrat present 

at Hanging Rock the day the girls disappear, 

undertakes a solo journey to the Rock in search of 

the missing girls. In her thesis about the book 

Picnic at Hanging Rock, which applies in many 

ways to the movie as well, Lindsay G. Pettee notes 

that Michael is a perfect example of the British 

colonist, a foreign transplant “too far removed 

from Australia to ever completely assimilate” (78). 

Unlike Albert, the stable boy with whom he 

sometimes keeps company, Michael seems 

distinctly uncomfortable outside the sphere of 

civilization. The realm of the wild and natural—

be it in the form of the uncontrolled natural 

environment or in the manifestation of sexuality 

and sexual urges—puts Michael ill at ease. 

Michael also comes from an aristocratic family 

with distinctly British accents; it is the kind of 

family that has the means to recreate their 

motherland in the wilds of Australia rather than 

needing  to  adapt  to the natural patterns of 

the bush. During his quest to rescue the missing 

schoolgirls, he scrambles awkwardly up the 

slopes of the Rock in tight trousers and riding 

boots, sticking white papers to bushes and trees. 

Michael is no Aboriginal tracker, but his paper 

trail eventually helps rescuers find both him and 

Irma after he collapses on the Rock. However, it is 

still a trail of waste. The image of bleached paper 

skewered by gnarly, prickly twigs and branches is 

a stark juxtaposition of British cultivation and the 
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wild Australian environment—two things that, 

both historically and in the film, seem unable to 

exist side by side without harm to the native 

environment.

Although Wainwright believes that the girls’ 

actions in the film are “hardly reasons for earth’s 

intrusion or revenge,” Picnic at Hanging Rock 

provides manifold examples of the cavalier 

misuse of natural resources to a modern 

environmentalist (121). The attitude of the 

characters toward nature echoes that of both early 

American and early Australian history—that it 

primarily existed for human use and 

consumption, however irresponsible. When Irma 

says that the Rock has been “waiting a million 

years… just for us,” she is unconsciously echoing 

the greedy assumption made by European and 

other colonists to both the U.S. and Australia 

spanning two separate time periods: that nature 

exists solely for man’s benefit and personal gain.

Nature Becomes Violent

Michael is not the only character that appears 

ill at ease in the natural world; many of the 

characters seem at odds with the rugged 

environment of the Australian bush. The elder 

Fitzhuberts prefer not to venture beyond their 

small table when they lunch in the woods, and it 

is apparent by the excitement with which the 

announcement of the picnic is met that the 

members of the girls’ school are seldom allowed 

to venture into the wild. This aversion to nature 

could stem from an underlying fear of its 

perceived violence and omnipotence. The doctor 

repeatedly testifies to various apprehensive 

inquirers that Edith and Irma, though shell-

shocked, are “quite intact” when they return from 

the Rock, meaning that they haven’t been 

sexually assaulted. Pettee posits that “the British 

essentially gained ownership over the land 

through the exertion of force in what could be 

interpreted as the metaphorical ‘rape’ of the 

Australian motherland,” and that subsequent 

fears of the girls’ molestation seem to “radiate 

from the natural environment” (84). It is 

otherwise difficult to explain why the immediate 

assumption would be that molestation was 

involved in a disappearance that took place in 

such an isolated area, when there are many more 

plausible explanations. And the Rock is not only 

detrimental to the helpless schoolgirls—it also 

proves a formidable opponent to Michael, leaving 

him speechless and dehydrated when he attempts 

to traverse it alone. The theme of nature as an 

inherently hostile force surfaces, and this hostility 

can be interpreted as direct result of mistreatment 

exacted by human hands.

It’s hardly coincidental that both the 

characters’ word choices and the poems they 

favor directly reflect the friction between humans 

and nature in the world of Hanging Rock, and 

depict nature in a violent light. Miss McCraw 

describes the formation of Hanging Rock itself in 

very violent terms: “Siliceous lava forced up from 

deep down below. Soda trachytes extruded in a 

highly viscous state, building the steep-sided 

mountains we see in Hanging Rock” (11:50).

The fragment of a poem recited during the 

film’s opening shots—“All that we see or seem/ 

Is but a dream within a dream”—is from “A 

Dream Within a Dream” by Edgar Allen Poe, a 

poem containing themes about man’s 

helplessness and insignificance in the face of 

some powerful, cruel force—a force that is 

personified as nature with such phrases as 

“pitiless wave” and the “… roar/ of a surf-

tormented shore.” At another point in the film, 

Mrs. Appleyard forces Sara to memorize “The 

Wreck of the Hesperus” (although apparently the 

headmistress confuses it with another poem by 

Felicia Hemans), a poem that details a ship’s 

demise in a hurricane. Rhetoric that depicts 

nature as malevolent is woven throughout the 

film, and all points back to Hanging Rock itself. 

The Rock is scorchingly hot and bright and 

contains nooks and holes that could easily house 

dangerous creatures. It is a wild and ancient space 

that, once invaded by humans, retaliates by 
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dooming them to disappearance, loss of 

consciousness, or, in some cases, death. 

Environmental rhetoric in the ’70s also often had 

a panicked and threatening ring to it. For 

example, PBS.org has collected desperate-

sounding advertisements of the era such as one 

that read: “It can be the beginning of the end of 

pollution. Or the beginning of the 

end” (“Timeline”).

In the storyline of the film, the bush in its 

natural state is an inherently dangerous, alien 

force, compared to the tamed, civilized plants 

and animals found at Appleyard College and the 

Fitzhubert estate. Although in the greenhouse at 

Appleyard, even the scene featuring a touch-

responsive fern elicits a mixed reaction of awe 

and disgust from a servant, the Australian bush 

contains far more unnerving specimens of nature. 

In contrast to the domestic ducks on the front 

lawns of Appleyard College, the land around 

Hanging Rock is home to “reptiles and other 

animals entirely strange to the school’s imported, 

civil world…one of them an out-of-proportion 

and frog-like creature with mouth 

agape” (“Current” 122). Before the girls set out 

for Hanging Rock, Mrs. Appleyard reminds them 

to beware of venomous snakes and poisonous 

ants, a sentiment that Michael’s aunt echoes later 

on. Other hazards on the Rock include prickly 

bushes that scratch Edith’s legs as she flees the 

scene of her schoolmates’ disappearance, and 

intense waves of heat that ripple the air above. 

Hanging Rock is neither safe nor domesticated; 

even its name suggests a looming peril that 

threatens to overshadow the order of civilization 

with the chaos of the wilderness. Besides the 

obvious hazards presented by the wildlife that 

inhabits the Rock and by the intense exposure to 

natural elements a journey to the Rock entails, 

there is the inexplicable danger of complete 

disappearance—a sort of abduction by the Rock. 

This is no “pet rock” of the ’70s; it instead 

represents a facet of nature that proves hostile to 

civilized life and impossible to tame.

The Collapse of Human Control

Besides its mysterious role in the 

disappearances of Miranda, Irma, and Miss 

McCraw, Hanging Rock has a more far-reaching 

and subtle influence that extends to the 

inhabitants of Appleyard College. The film 

presents what Gary A. By describes as “an 

obsessive perception of how fragile civilized 

defenses may be against the forces of nature or the 

unknown”—and this is not only the case with 

physical defenses, but also with mental ones (B3). 

Appleyard is initially depicted as a fortress where 

“all nature bends to the boundaries of the College, 

as to Mrs.

Appleyard’s corseted will” (Wainwright 121). 

Even the name suggests an apple orchard, a space 

in which nature is confined and domesticated for 

human consumption. Mrs. Appleyard holds sway 

over servants, schoolmistresses, and students; for 

example, she rings for servants at all hours of the 

night, forbids Miss Lumley to accompany the 

others to the Rock, and straps Sara to a wall to 

“cure her terrible stooping.” But following the 

fateful encounter with the Rock, the potency of 

Mrs. Appleyard’s control—and of human control 

in general—begins to deteriorate.

Although the Appleyard girls are forced to 

wear multiple layers of clothing on their 

excursion—including corsets, petticoats, 

stockings, gloves, and boots—the girls who climb 

the Rock shed more and more clothes the further 

they go. Shoes and stockings are slipped off, along 

with all pretense of civilized restraint. When Irma 

is found, she is inexplicably lacking her corset. 

Edith reports that she spotted Miss McCraw 

running up the Rock without a skirt, something 

she considers so shameful that she can’t bring 

herself to voice it aloud to the policeman and 

must instead whisper it in a school mistress’s ear. 

Pettee points out that the women of Appleyard 

“retaining their traditional dress and etiquette 

also helps uphold reason and order in the 

untamed, irrational setting” (73); although Pettee 

believes that the mysterious power to disrobe that 

the Rock exerts is an indication of the “numinous 

taking over the rational space” (74), it also seems 

7

Brainstorm v. IX (2017)



indicative of a more direct undoing of human 

control by processes more ordinary than the 

supernatural. The girls’ shedding of various 

garments in these scenes can be seen as a 

regression—an attempt at a back-to-nature 

approach that costs them the fragile barriers they 

have erected between themselves and the natural 

world.

The sexual undertones in these scenes are 

inescapable, and prove yet another facet of lost 

control. Victorian propriety in the film is the 

backbone of civilized society: the girls are 

segregated from interaction with males in an 

almost convent-like environment, the possibility 

of rape or a schoolmistress walking around 

without her skirt is only spoken of in hushed 

tones and euphemisms, and Michael is noticeably 

uncomfortable when Albert comments on 

Miranda’s body. The journey into the Rock can be 

viewed as a journey into sexual liberation, as 

noted by many critics—it is an adventure that is 

at once sensuous, dangerous, and forbidden. The 

girls discarding their clothes can also be seen in 

this light as an act of embracing female sexuality, 

but this seeming act of emancipation is short-

lived and chaos-inducing. While Edith’s distaste 

for the Rock and its carnal call of the wild is 

rewarded—she not only escapes with her life but 

is accepted back into the society of the girls’ 

school without the negative reception that Irma 

later receives—the girls that choose to answer the 

call are lost to the rock. As far as loss of control, 

sexuality and passion are seemingly punished in 

the film, or at least portrayed as inherently 

hazardous forces. In this way, the spirit of sexual 

liberation, which was also a hallmark of the ’70s, 

is linked to the danger and chaos of the natural 

environment—something that, when trifled with, 

threatens to trample rationality and civilized 

restraint. Such undertones probably resonated 

with those in a a ’70s audience who were tense 

about the changing sexual climate.

Technological systems—especially those used 

to measure time—also collapse slowly during 

and after the encounter with Hanging Rock. 

Punctuality and attention to time are extremely 

important to Mrs. Appleyard: “she clings to the 

strict predictability of Newtonian time… in an 

attempt to create a sense of order and control 

within the infinite and eternal landscape of 

Australia” (Pettee 91-92). Numerous clocks are 

present at the girls’ school, and the headmistress 

is firm in her mandate that the picnickers return 

by 8:00 that evening. However, during the picnic, 

several watches belonging to members of the 

party stop at 12:00, with no explanation. Visitors 

to the Rock seem to lose concept of time: they 

wander it aimlessly, eventually succumbing to 

sleep. Edith and Irma both experience acute 

amnesia that blocks out all memory of their 

respective encounters with the Rock; in effect, 

they lose track of the past. Most disturbing of all, 

the ticking sound of Mrs. Appleyard’s 

grandfather clock stops abruptly in the last shot 

of the film, when the gardener rushes in to inform 

her of Sara’s death, and it becomes apparent that 

all order in Appleyard has ceased to exist. 

Hanging Rock seems capable of distorting human 

concepts of time, creating chaos in spite of human 

technology. In a society where punctuality is 

prized, loss of temporal order translates to loss of 

social order as well.

People in the film also lose control after the 

disaster at the Rock, both over each other and 

over themselves. Mrs. Appleyard’s control over 

Miss Lumley slips when Miss Lumley gives 

notice shortly after the incident. The headmistress 

still attempts to take charge of her circumstances

—Wainwright posits that Mrs. Appleyard’s 

determination to get rid of Sara is an attempt at 

restoration of order in the school: “she has fixed 

on Sara, who has refused to learn her lines by 

rote, as symbolic of the breakdown of order and 

the familiar at the College” (123). Upon losing 

Miranda and being told she must leave 

Appleyard, Sara quickly descends into a 

depression that ends in her suicide (or murder by 

Mrs. Appleyard—either scenario would indicate a 
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loss of human rationality). When Irma returns to 

visit her classmates after her miraculous rescue 

from the Rock, their actions devolve into those of 

vicious animals as they claw and scream at her. 

By the end of the film, Mrs. Appleyard has turned 

to heavy drinking to soothe her anxieties and 

subsequently loses her usual stiff decorum. In 

short, “the infrastructure of the rational space 

begins to crumble and Appleyard College is 

reduced to chaos” (Pettee 73). This deterioration 

is mirrored almost comically in Mrs. Appleyard’s 

appearance, as her once-neatly coiffed hair 

progressively falls into disarray as the film 

unfolds, showing that even her civilized 

appearance is no longer under her command.

Despite considerable human effort to detach 

from the natural world, the chaos of nature seeps 

slowly into civilization in Picnic at Hanging Rock. 

Although there is nothing inherently frightening 

about Hanging Rock itself or even what it does to 

people (the film’s characters, for the most part, 

meet far kinder fates than people in classic ’70s 

slasher films), Picnic at Hanging Rock is often 

categorized as a horror film for good reason. At 

the time it came out, both in America and in 

Australia, humans were experiencing a very lack 

of control over the vast and perilous world they 

inhabited. The post-World War II insulating 

bubble that people had created for themselves—a 

rational space of time-saving technology, sterile 

suburban lawns, and gas-guzzling cars—burst. 

Such innovations, heralded by past decades as 

proof of man’s superiority and dominance over 

nature, proved incompatible with the 

environment and led to often-disastrous 

consequences. As a result, some people went 

“back to nature”—but living life on nature’s 

terms meant a certain surrendering of the power 

and boundaries that had been central to modern, 

civilized life up to that point.

Although made in Australia, Picnic at 

Hanging Rock successfully captures the 

apprehensive climate of ‘70s America, as wells as 

its secret phobias—prevailing fears equal parts 

realistic and otherworldly. The first fear, that 

humankind was wreaking havoc on the natural 

world, had been firmly established by the 1970s, 

and is still a logical concern today. The second, 

that nature had ceased to be benevolent and had 

instead become a threat to civilization, was a 

mounting anxiety not only 40 years ago, in an era 

of mass pollution, dirty rivers, and exploding oil 

wells, but also remains a viable concern today, as 

climate change creates unexpected new problems 

for humans. Finally, perhaps the most abstract 

fear—that nature’s violence would sabotage 

human progress and development, effectually 

stripping humanity of its defenses—as come 

disastrously close to coming true several times 

within the past few decades, making Picnic at 

Hanging Rock a horrific harbinger of what could 

happen in the future. In the film, Marion sums up 

this cultural phobia from her vantage point on the 

Rock, observing that the humans below simply 

look “like a lot of ants” from the Rock’s 

perspective: busy with attempts to build a 

civilization, but easily crushed in the end.
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he 32nd President of the United States, 

Franklin D. Roosevelt, said in his first inau-

gural address, “The only thing we have to 

fear… is fear itself.” At the time, he was referring 

to the fear people felt in the Great Depression. 

From 1929 to 1939, Americans’ fears concerned the 

lack of work, lack of money, and lack of food.  In 

2016, however, Roosevelt’s words are a more apt 

description of Americans’ xenophobia. A more 

contemporary version might read “The only thing 

American people of color and LGBTQ identity 

have to fear… is white, heterosexual fear itself.” 

Fear of people whom straight, white people view 

as the “other,” those whom we identify as unfa-

miliar or dissimilar to ourselves, is rampant 

American society today. Professor of History of 

Religions at the University of Chicago Bruce Lin-

coln says, “At times, myths are stories in which 

some people narrate others, and at times the exis-

tence of those others is itself the product of mythic 

discourse” (211). The idea that people of color and 

non-heterosexual people are different from white, 

heterosexual people in some fundamental way is a 

product of mythic discourse. This fear of the "oth-

er" has come from generations of bigotry, passed 

down through a collective cultural narrative that 

says those who are different from us are lesser. 

T

Mystique: The Face of the Move-
ment for Equality 
by Scout Stanford

Scout Stanford is a Creative Media Produc-

tion major from Norman, OK who wrote this es-

say in the “Myth and Hero” course taught by Liz 

Locke.

That repeated narration became fact in later gen-

erations’ eyes.  

Comic books are one form of our mythic dis-

course; they are fantastical stories in which writ-

ers narrate people we have never known outside 

of their pages: superheroes. Peter Coogan, direc-

tor of the Institute for Comic Studies, defines a 

superhero as “a heroic character with a selfless, 

pro-social mission; with superpowers—ex-

traordinary abilities, advanced technology, or 

highly developed physical, mental, or mystical 

skills” (30). Superheroes have become a perma-

nent part of our culture.   

For 75 years, writers have used comic books 

to mold the minds of their readers, and sway 

their thinking. The documentary Comic Book Su-

perheroes Unmasked! (2003) lays out a history in 

which comics have succeeded in persuading 

readers to think certain ways, starting during 

World War II when writers used superheroes like. 

Comic books are also an excellent reflection 

of society at times. For example, in Captain Ameri-

ca Comics #1 from 1941, Captain America is intro-

duced to audiences by “decking Hitler” (“Cap-

tain”). The need for a hero—a heterosexual, white 

male hero, of course—to help win the war was a 

reflection of our society’s main concern at that 

time. We see comic writers react to societal values 

throughout the history of comics. Another exam-

ple is the major shift in a majority of comic book 

characters’ personalities and appearances around 

the year 2000: “At the start of the 21st century, 

most characters were more violent, more cynical, 

and more sexually active than ever before. In 

other words, they reflected their world, as popu-

lar culture always does” (Comic).  Writers 

changed these superheroes—such as Batman, 

Superman, Wonder Woman, and Starfire—from 

their more wholesome, original versions to ex-

press their audience's new societal expectations. 

These superheroes are so intricately linked with 

societal standards that they have become some of 
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our most recognizable icons. Patrick L. Eagan 

begins his essay “A Flag With A Human Face” 

with the words “Defender of Truth, Justice, and 

the American Way!” then goes on to say “The 

very phrase calls up a vivid image of a muscular 

man in blue tights and crimson cape…” (88) We 

all immediately know to whom Eagan is refer-

ring.  There are myriad superheroes, but some are 

better known than others. Among these are DC’s 

Superman, Batman, and Wonder Woman, as well 

as Marvel’s Spider-Man, the Avengers, and the X-

Men. 

The story of the X-Men is particularly rele-

vant to our modern-day social and political cli-

mates. The X-Men are a group of mutants “sworn 

to protect a world that hates and fears 

them” (Comic). The public of this series often calls 

our heroes freaks, or sees them as a threat. This 

continuous conflict between the X-Men and soci-

ety makes them relatable to anyone who feels like 

an outsider, regardless of what way they feel dif-

ferent. Since first publication in 1963, the X-Men 

comic books have sold over 270 million copies, 

while seven X-Men movies have grossed $3.05 

billion worldwide (Sisolak). Enough people feel 

the desire to identify with these fictional out-

siders that feeling discriminated against by soci-

ety as a whole is clearly an issue in real life.  In 

Comic Book Superheroes Unmasked!, Lee says, “The 

X-Men are [sic] very relevant because above and 

beyond everything else, it’s a story of bigotry, of 

these people who are hated because they’re dif-

ferent, even though they’re good.” The writers of 

the X-Men comic books and the directors of the 

movies have always held fast to this anti-discrim-

inatory message, and about the parallel between 

the fictional struggle of the mutants and the real-

life struggle of non-white and LGBTQ Americans. 

Both of these groups struggled for centuries for 

various legal rights—including the right to vote 

and the right to marry—that white, heteronorma-

tive culture had denied them. Although the Fif-

teenth Amendment gave people of color the right 

to vote in 1870 and the Supreme Court legalized 

same-sex marriage nationwide in June of 2015, 

both rulings have faced resistance from the pub-

lic, which makes it clear that discrimination 

against these groups is still prevalent in our soci-

ety.    

A main complaint from fans about the X-Men 

series is that, although its writers attempt to rep-

resent the struggles of oppressed groups, and de-

spite the existence of a large number of extremely 

diverse characters, the writers still portray white 

heterosexuals, mostly males, as the main protag-

onists. Such characters include Wolverine, Cy-

clops, Jean Gray, and Rogue. Kelly Sue DeCon-

nick, writer of the new Captain Marvel comics, 

comments on this problem: “There’s this perva-

sive notion that the white male is the… basic 

model human and anything NOT white male is a 

variant edition” (qtd. in Abad-Santos). Promoting 

these characters as the figureheads of the move-

ment for acceptance perpetuates a harmful notion 

that the only way we can accept those who are 

different is through the voice of a familiar, trust-

worthy figure—usually a white male. With De-

Connick’s words in mind, there are other charac-

ters through whom a message of universal accep-

tance could be better spoken—namely, Mystique.  
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Mystique is a character in Marvel’s X-Verse 

who first appeared in Ms. Marvel #16 in 1978 

(Housel, “X-Women”). Created by Chris Clare-

mont and Dave Cockrum, she is a shapeshifter 

whose main form is that of a blue woman with 

yellow snake eyes. She can mimic the appearance 

and voice of anyone. She is often allied with 

Magneto, a main antagonist of the X-Men. How-

ever, on several occasions, both in the solo comic 

series Mystique and the movies First Class (2011) 

and Days of Future Past (2014), she works together 

with the X-Men to protect mutant kind. Her char-

acter is openly bisexual, and she often uses her 

shapeshifting powers to change genders, making 

her literally gender fluid. She is the ultimate 

“Other,” because she stands out both physically 

in her true blue form, and mentally in her gender 

identification. Mystique is the best representative 

of the two main struggles that Marvel’s X-Men 

metaphorically represent: the struggle for racial 

equality and the struggle for LGBTQ civil rights. 

 The writers downplaying any heroic action she 

performs, while amplifying her villainous side, 

bespeaks our fear of long-term acceptance of 

those who are different from us, a fear which is 

responsible for the perpetually unfulfilled state of 

civil rights in America. 

A young Magneto says in X-Men: Days of Fu-

ture Past (2014), “Humanity has always feared 

that which is different.” In the real world, “hu-

manity” means White people, specifically 

straight, white males, who have a long history of 

despising and fearing those who are different. 

Their fears today seem to center on racial and 

gender equality. 

There are other X-Men whom some may ar-

gue better represent the struggle for racial equali-

ty due to having no choice about standing out. 

These include Beast, with his large stature and 

blue fur, Emma Frost, with her diamond-like 

skin, and Nightcrawler, with his blue skin, three-

fingered hands, and tail. But Mystique’s ability to 

fit in, and her non-use of that ability, makes her a 

unique case. Writers address this issue in X2: X-

Men United (2003), when Nightcrawler asks Mys-

tique why she doesn’t always use her ability to fit 

in with society. She answers, “Because we 

shouldn’t have to” (X2). Her confidence in her 

identity as a mutant, although not something she 

always possessed (as evidenced by her desire to 

be normal in X-Men: First Class) makes her the 

most fitting figurehead for the ambitious connec-

tion between racial oppression and bias in the 

comics and in reality. 

Since white European colonists first came 

here, Whites have been oppressing the “Other.” It 

started with Native Americans, who lived here 

long before the colonists arrived. That oppression 

has continued throughout the history of the US, 

including today. The North Dakota pipeline con-

flict is an ongoing example of discrimination 

against and oppression of Native Americans. The 

militarized, extended stand-off between pro-

testors and the police started in early 2016 because 

the Standing Rock Sioux tribe, whose land the 

pipeline runs through, states that not only would 

the pipeline violate sacred ground, but also put 

the tribe’s water supply at risk. The originally-

submitted route of the pipeline through Bismarck, 

ND, was rejected to “protect wells that would 

serve the municipal water supply” (Thorbecke). 

Reverend Jesse Jackson, a prominent civil rights 

activist, called its rerouting away from non-Native 

land “the ripest case of environmental racism” he 

had seen in a long time (qtd. in Thorbecke). White 

males founded America on a basis of racist dis-

courses and actions that still resonate 500 years 

later.  

In those 500 years, Whites have also enslaved 

Africans, and treated non-European immigrants 

as untrustworthy, despite America purportedly 

being a land of opportunity. African Americans 

winning freedom from slavery in 1863 was just 

the beginning of the changes that needed to be 

made. People of color then had to fight for the 

right to vote and to end legal segregation. Whites 

still discriminate against African Americans every 

day. Discrimination can be found blatantly in the 
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active shooting and/or killing of many unarmed 

African Americans by white men, such as the in-

cidents in which a White civilian killed Trayvon 

Martin in 2012 in Miami, FL (“Trayvon”), and in 

which a White police officer killed Michael 

Brown in 2014 in Ferguson, MO (“What”), both 

out of fear. However, discrimination also can 

more subtly rear its ugly head when employers 

are significantly more likely to hire white appli-

cants over African Americans. Researchers sent 

fake job applications in response to 1,300 help-

wanted ads using names that sounded “very 

white” or “very African-American,” with varying 

quality of résumés, and recorded the callback rate 

documented this type of discrimination on a large 

scale. They found that “applicants with white-

sounding names are 50 percent more likely to get 

called for an initial interview than applicants 

with African-American-sounding 

names” (Bertrand). The public often forgets this 

sort of discrimination, but an incident at the Uni-

versity of Oklahoma in March of 2015—when a 

member of the Sigma Alpha Epsilon (SAE) frater-

nity shared a video of fellow members singing 

about how a person of color would never be wel-

come in that fraternity, using racial slurs and ref-

erences to lynching (“Racist”)—reminded the na-

tion that our racism extends beyond police brutal-

ity into the casual racism of our everyday lives.   

We also stereotype Americans from countries 

in the Middle East, regardless of their religion (or 

any other trait), as Islamic terrorists. Since Sep-

tember 11, 2001, fear and hatred of anyone who 

appears to be of Middle Eastern descent has esca-

lated immensely. In 2011, the Pew Research Cen-

ter surveyed Muslim Americans about their 

treatment as U.S. citizens, and “many said that 

they had been singled out by airport security offi-

cers and that people had acted suspicious of them 

or called them offensive names” (Morello). Amer-

ica is still struggling wit racial inequality, despite 

the fact that we have myriad anti-discrimination 

laws to combat such racism. 

The writers of X-Men use their comics to illus-

trate the pain of a life filled with discrimination—

the life of the Other. Occasionally they engage the 

issue directly, such as when a character called An-

archist tells a reporter, “I’m a black mutant. In this 

country, that’s like being black with a little black 

added” (qtd. in Shyminsky 389). Here the writers 

are clearly calling out the institution of racism in 

the United States by directly equating the dis-

crimination he faces as a mutant to the discrimi-

nation he faces as an African American. 

Like Anarchist, Mystique has spent her whole 

life facing persecution for her outward differ-

ence—and for her powers. More than the other X-

Men, she knows how difficult, dangerous, and 

lonely it is to be different. The longevity of her life 

magnifies the pain. We know from “…Mystique 

herself [that] her powers manifested when she 

was twelve years old and she had to fight just to 

survive” (“Raven”). No one is sure exactly how 

old Mystique is now, but we know that “her earli-

est meeting with her friend Destiny (Irene Adler) 

occurred at ‘the dawn of the 20th 

century’” (“Raven”).  In these depictions, she al-

ready appears to be an adult. In her first meeting 

with Logan, the X-Man also known as Wolverine, 

the two are blindfolded side-by-side in Mexico, 

and about to be killed. When Logan asks why she 

has been sentenced to death, and she answers that 

she was born with the wrong colored skin, he 

makes the assumption that she is African Ameri-

can. This dialogue immediately alerts the audi-

ence not only to the discrimination African Amer-

icans faced before the Civil Rights Movement, but 

also the discrimination Mystique has faced since 

birth due to her blue skin.  

Mystique is also the X-Men’s best metaphor 

for the struggle of LGBTQ people. First, Mystique 

is openly bisexual.  Early on in her storyline, she 

teams up with Destiny, a blind psychic.  “The two 

women would soon become lifelong friends and 

lovers…” (“Raven”). And she has had relation-

ships with several men, bearing two children  
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from different men as a result. Additionally, Mys-

tique’s powers as a shapeshifter allow her to be 

gender fluid.  As comics scholar Rebecca Housel 

puts it, “[Mystique’s] nature is an unstable, 

changing duality.  She is not just female, but also 

may be male” (Housel, “Myth”), which is compa-

rable not only to people with a gender fluid iden-

tity, but also those with a non-binary identity. 

Both of these groups are constantly questioned by 

a society that seeks to pin them to a single gender. 

Mystique faces a similar questioning from society. 

They seem to need to know who she “really” is, 

when, as a shapeshifter, she does not have an ob-

vious, set identity. 

Although there is no mention of discrimina-

tion against Mystique and Destiny as a lesbian 

couple, it’s worth noting that writer Claremont 

originally intended “…that Mystique and Destiny 

be Nightcrawler’s biological parents…” (qtd. in 

Stauffer), but Marvel rejected the idea as alto-

gether too controversial. The idea that two 

women could raise a child, let alone create one 

reproductively, was unthinkable during the reign 

of the Comic Code Authority (CCA) starting in 

1954, a group that reviewed comics before their 

publication to ensure that they were acceptable 

for consumption by the public (Comic). The 

CCA’s rejection of the idea would not be shocking 

in modern day, either, considering the ongoing 

controversies over adoption of children by homo-

sexual couples, as well as the stigma around arti-

ficially inseminating lesbian couples. There are 

also never any scenarios in which Mystique, as a 

man, attempts to seduce a woman or a gay man 

(Stauffer). Having her do so would be an oppor-

tunity to express the identity of gender fluidity, 

but Mystique’s bisexuality as a woman is the fur-

thest Marvel’s writers have pushed the discus-

sion. They allow her to appear as male, but since 

she is depicted in her main form as female, they 

do not allow a connection to her sexuality as a 

male. Despite the writers’ clear desire to show 

solidarity with LGBTQ people’s plight in real life, 

either societal pressure or personal fear prevents 

them from taking every opportunity to use the 

metaphor to liberate us from oppressive discours-

es. 

The X-Men’s relationship to the struggle of 

LGBTQ people is based in two particular areas. 

First, it is based in the idea that many mutants 

choose to “come out” to their loved ones and to 

society, when they could hide their identities as 

mutants. The language of this struggle is used 

throughout the movie franchise, and while it is 

not true of the situations of all the mutants, it is a 

recurring theme that they are unable to gain ac-

ceptance. In X2: X-Men United, we witness Bobby, 

later known as Iceman, coming out to his parents 

as a mutant. Their reaction is all too familiar to 

many LGBTQ people: “Have you ever tried… not 

being a mutant?” His writers had his character 

come out as gay in 2016. Second, the metaphor 

delves into the sick societal idea that there might 

be a “cure” for non-heterosexuals. In X3: The Last 

Stand (2006), a scientist develops a serum that re-

verses the mutant gene, and advertises it as a 

“cure.” While some mutants line up to become 

normal to prevent further discrimination, many 

are disgusted by the idea. In one scene, we see the 

inventor of the serum, the father of a mutant, 

strapping his son down and trying to forcefully 

“cure” him. Luckily, the son’s mutation gives him 

large, powerful wings that carry him to safety in 

the nick of time. However, when heterosexual 

people attempt to force conversion from LGBTQ 

identities in the real world, most must endure it. 

In a way all too similar to that scene, children are 

sometimes forced into aversion therapy by their 

parents. A recent bill sponsored by Oklahoma 

Representative Sally Kern is designed to protect 

aversion therapy defines it as 

…any counseling by a mental health provider 

that exposes or asks a client or patient to un-

dergo physical pain, such as electroshock or 

electroconvulsive therapy, touch therapy, 

pornography exposure or vomit-induction 

therapy, in order to change sexual behaviors 

or gender-identity expressions and/or to 
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eliminate or reduce sexual or romantic attrac-

tions or feelings toward individuals of the 

same sex. (Stern) 

This bill states that children under the age of 18 

may be forced to undergo aversion therapy if the 

parents so choose. We feel sickened watching a 

father try to forcefully reverse the mutation of his 

son in the fictional scenario in X3. We should be 

absolutely repulsed about the reality of the situa-

tion. We are allowing fear to prevent us from 

viewing those who are different as equals. This 

fear pushes us to try to change them into some-

one “acceptable,” when all people are already 

equals, no matter how “deviant” they are from a 

heterosexual, White identity.  

Our discrimination arrives also in the forms 

of individuals and institutions denying the legal-

ly-granted rights of LGBTQ people. Kim Davis, a 

county clerk in Kentucky, denied a gay couple the 

right to marry in 2015 based on her personal reli-

gious beliefs, even though the national govern-

ment had extended this right to LGBTQ people. 

Even though this particular incident was righted, 

this wasn’t a one-time occurrence in the US 

(Castillo and Conlon). The biggest current gender 

controversy is the so-called “Bathroom Law” 

passed by North Carolina and in other states, in-

cluding Mississippi and Tennessee, in 2016. Such 

laws require transgender people to use the re-

stroom that corresponds with the sex on their 

birth certificate. Additionally, they allow busi-

nesses to discriminate against LGBTQ people if 

they so desire. Although this kind of legislation 

has garnered major backlash, as of this writing 

these states are refusing to overturn the legisla-

tion. White House Press Secretary Josh Earnest 

commented on the slew of bills: “Specific laws 

like this that seek to target and marginalize one 

small segment of the population is nothing less 

than mean-spirited… This is a good illustration 

that the fight for civil rights is not over” (qtd. in 

Bendery). Fictional politicians try to pass such 

laws in the X-Verse. Mystique is intimately famil-

iar with them, and such hateful actions are why 

she played a major role in the various incarna-

tions of The Brotherhood of Mutants. 

When Mystique re-founded the Brotherhood 

after its original disbandment, the group’s ideol-

ogy was a reaction to the targeting of mutants by 

humanity. They were violent and vengeful, cer-

tainly, but villainizing the Brotherhood without 

scrutiny, as many readers did and continue to do, 

delegitimizes the anger and fear upon which the 

group was rightfully founded.   

Accepting Mystique as a villain is easy for 

audiences because she is different from us.  Mys-

tique is a bisexual, blue shapeshifter that we can-

not pin down into one category. Her differences 

make her untrustworthy in our eyes. However, 

Mystique has done many admirable things that 

her writers downplay because she is so vastly 

divergent from our views of the normal and the 

virtuous. 

Mystique has performed great feats for the X-

Men and other mutants that they appreciate in 

the moment, but then quickly forget. The darkest 

example is in X-Factor #130, when she assassi-

nates her son, Graydon Creed, which saves all 

mutants from the war he proposed against them 

as a presidential candidate. At first, she tries to 

protect him from his backers, who plan to betray 

him (“Raven”), which shows that she still has 

some compassion for him, despite his unyielding 

hatred of her. There are other instances in which 

she exhibits admirable qualities. When Rogue is 

struggling with her powers and the things she has 

done, Mystique, albeit begrudgingly, allows her 

to leave the Brotherhood and join up with Profes-

sor X, Mystique’s enemy at the time, so that she 

could have a chance at a happy life (“Raven”). We 

also see her turn the Brotherhood into the Free-

dom Force, a group that works for the U.S. gov-

ernment, and fights in the Gulf War (“Raven”). In 

the series Mystique, Forge (a Cheyenne mutant 

who works with, but is not a part of the X-Men), 

summarizes one of her greater victories: “You 

recovered the mutant strain of smallpox, neutral-

ized a new threat, saved your field handler… all 

 6

Stanford, “Mystique: The Face of the Movement for Equality”



without taking a single life” (Mystique #10). An-

other major example of her heroism is in the X-

Men movie, Days of Future Past (2014), when Mys-

tique poses as President Nixon to protect him 

from Magneto. She then disarms Magneto, and 

subsequently chooses to spare the life of the sci-

entist who has developed the anti-mutant 

weapons that will destroy the mutant race in the 

future. Despite her adherence to the good, the X-

Men never trust, nor accept her, and consequent-

ly, neither does the audience. Suzanne Stauffer 

elaborates on this phenomenon: “Although she 

served for a time as a secret agent of Professor X 

and claims to want to join the X-Men, she has 

never been accepted onto the team.” The straight, 

White X-Men—and a few exceptions, such as the 

Egyptian X-Woman, Storm—refuse to accept her, 

permanently seeing her as untrustworthy, even if 

she is the hero of the day.  

The writers of the ever-growing X-Verse 

comics are using the powers they possess to actu-

ally do good. Their thinly-veiled metaphors re-

mind us to treat all people with respect, no matter 

how different from us they are. Marvel writers 

are creating an increased number of diverse char-

acters, such as the new Ms. Marvel, whom they 

reimagined “as a teenage Muslim-American 

girl” (Abad-Santos), who have the ability to open 

the eyes of readers who may not believe that a 

person of color or an LGBTQ person can be a 

hero. However, their on-again, off-again portrayal 

of Mystique as a villain sends a mixed message to 

readers about what they should really think of 

her. The character description on Comic Vine, the 

self-proclaimed largest comic database, says it all: 

“True to her name, the shape shifting Mystique is 

an enigma. Is she a mutant terrorist determined 

to bring about the end of humanity, or a misguid-

ed mutant with a good heart?” (“Mystique”). De-

spite its own ambivalence in this description, the 

website lists Mystique as #18 on their list “Top 

100 Comic Book Villains IGN.” This ranking is 

very decisive on her status as a villain, even 

though the writers at this website are aware of 

her good deeds. Her differences prevent us from 

remembering all the good she has done. Her writ-

ers have created a marvelously complicated char-

acter, but they mask her goodness while empha-

sizing her dark side. They categorize her simply 

as a villain. Their writing reflects society’s mis-

trust of those different from us, even if they have 

helped us. But by bending to this stereotype, they 

are also perpetuating it. They have the power to 

show Mystique’s complexities, which would al-

low readers to view her the way each and every 

person ought to be viewed. And as Uncle Ben 

once said, “With great power comes great respon-

sibility” (Spider-Man). We, as Americans and as 

comic book fans, ought to hold them to the level 

of responsibility they have taken on for them-

selves.  

We all need to care about our fellow humans 

and their rights, no matter who we are. People are 

vastly diverse in appearances, ideas, and identi-

ties, but we are all people. It is time that we stop 

letting our fear of those who are different from us 

make it seem acceptable to oppress one another, 

and to take away their rights. People across the 

United States have their legal rights denied to 

them by individuals or by government institu-

tions that believe they can subvert federal law. 

Basic human rights that our government has ex-

tended to all people must be respected by all. If 

we do not extend full rights to those who are dif-

ferent from us, we ourselves should not expect 

those rights to be fully extended to us. In our cur-

rent state of divisiveness, we will only continue to 

destroy one another with hate. Although centuries 

of negative cultural narration may seem too 

monolithic to overcome, we who recognize the 

problem must fight tooth and nail to break it 

down, educating and spreading love as we go. 
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he immigrant experience in the United 

States is commonplace in American 

cultural life. Citizens find pride in 

knowing that somewhere in their lineage, whether 

it was their parent or an ancestor from generations 

ago, a family member made the trying journey in 

search of a more prosperous life. Each wave of 

immigrants carries with it a unique story of strife, 

and yet people continue to make the sacrifice to 

provide for themselves and their children. In the 

mid-nineteenth century, the Irish came in masses 

to the United States as part of the first wave of 

European refugees. A famine had struck the 

motherland, where the impoverished state of 

parishioners threatened the stability of the 

Catholic Church with a diaspora to America. 

Across the United States, “from Boston to Butte, 

Montana to San Francisco, Irish Catholics became 

the chief suppliers of unskilled labor for the 

rapidly expanding national economy” (Fisher 45). 

The legacy of this working class of immigrants 

would encompass both boom and bust in the New 

World. 

Celtic-Americana folk band Solas reimagined 

the immigrants’ trials in their 2012 album 

Shamrock City. The 16-track album tells the story of 

a young, brawling immigrant who failed to 

survive in one of the most prolific boomtowns of 

the early 20th century—Butte, Montana. Solas 

roots the album’s style and lyrics in the Irish 

T
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appreciation of both family and work that stems 

from the ethnic solidarity found in the Catholic 

Church. Irish copper miners led a perilous life in 

Butte, where the Church was the cornerstone of 

the Irish community. The Church was necessary 

to relieve the emotional and psychological stress 

of mining and to stabilize and justify social class. 

However, it also provided a foundation of 

fraternity on which labor unions could thrive. 

While the songs of Shamrock City are not 

explicitly Catholic, they elucidate the source of 

the miners’ never-say-die spirit.

The album opens with a farewell ballad that 

portrays the emotional importance of familial 

relationships. A mother expresses her mourning 

as her son journeys to the New World in the first 

track, “Far Americay.” The layered instrumental 

aspects of the song—the use of fiddle, accordion, 

acoustic guitars, and the tender inflection of the 

woman’s voice—all give the song a Celtic sound, 

recreating the ethos of this Irish Catholic copper 

camp nestled in the Rocky Mountains. The Irish-

accented singer harmoniously conveys the 

grievance felt by a mother when her child leaves 

the safety of her home: “Oh my heart will surely 

break for you, / Sweet treasure of my womb.” In 

a larger picture, though, the speaker is the 

motherland, and she is mourning as her offspring 

depart in search of a land that can provide for 

those in need. She is no longer fruitful. The Great 

The Miners Union Local-1 building in Butte, MT.



Famine of the 1840s and 50s caused a mass 

exodus, and “those who managed to survive into 

the 1870s suffered, as the country as a whole did, 

from the effects of the Panic of 1873” (Meagher 

85). Three times the speaker laments the 

transplantation of her “blood,” or bloodline: 

“Now my blood runs through the mountains… 

Now my blood sweats through the mountains… 

That blood ran down through those rivers.” Her 

bloodline—her son—has now become part of the 

geography of America. Ireland didn’t lose a 

single generation of men to the Rocky Mountains, 

she gave generations of hardworking and faithful 

people to the New World. This is similar to the 

way the mother of a groom might give her son to 

a bride—in this case, “Liberty,” whom the son 

claims (in a letter home) to have fallen in love 

with. The depth of mourning in this song, 

however, is suggestive of the traditional Irish 

Catholic wake, as the Irish placed great emphasis 

on grieving the departed. Lamenting lost loved 

ones is universal to religious experience; a 

common theme is that the soul of the departed is 

in a better place. This deftly-produced track 

contrasts the mother’s raw emotions with the 

son’s upbeat letters home to dramatize the fact 

that he is lost to a working life in America. The 

song’s mood demonstrates the feeling of losing a 

loved one as they pass into Heaven with its dark, 

drawn-out crescendo that suggests a looming 

heaviness of grief. 

This practice of grieving was continued in 

Butte, a death-ridden mining town. The wake, 

which folklore tells us originated from a three-

day observance of a body to make sure there 

were no signs of life before it was buried, became 

an opportunity for friends, family, neighbors, and 

colleagues to pray for their loved ones as they 

passed on into Heaven. William A. Burke, author 

of the Montana Writers’ Project volume Copper 

Camp: Stories of the World's Greatest Mining Town, 

Butte, Montana, observed that since no other city 

in America had such a high percentage of Irish 

Catholics, in no other place “have people turned 

up in such numbers to pay respect to the departed 

than in the copper camp [sic], nor has the custom 

been handed down so completely from the ‘old 

country’” (Burke 186). Not surprisingly, Solas 

features another wake-like song towards the 

finale of the album, entitled “Am I Born to Die?” 

The track is solemn, almost ceremonial. Wind 

instruments, along with a breathy, echoing voice, 

endow the song a hollow feeling, as if the tune 

were resonating from a graveside. This funeral 

dirge conveys the miners’ fate of working until 

spent and questions the purpose of life, which the 

Catholic Church teaches is to live well in order to 

gain eternity in Heaven: 

Soon as from earth I go, 

What will become of me? 

Eternal happiness or woe 

Must then my portion be; 

Waked by the trumpet's sound, 

I from my grave shall rise, 

And see the Judge with glory crowned, 

And see the flaming skies.

These lines unmistakably coincide with the 

Catholic profession of faith. During mass, 

parishioners recite the Nicene Creed, stating that 

they believe “He [Jesus] will come again in glory 

to judge the living and the dead,” and that they 

“look forward to the resurrection of the dead, and 

the life of the world to come.” As a result, the 

Church provided a source of hope for those who 

experienced maltreatment in the mines of Butte, 

promising that suffering here on Earth will be 

compensated with eternal happiness in the 

afterlife. Furthermore, it comforted those on Earth 

whose loved ones had died.

The strength of the Church’s power to solidify 

and console the masses through the tradition of 

the wake figure prominently in the history of 

Butte, as witnessed in the passing of its beloved 

Father Callaghan. He was a priest at one of the 

many Catholic Churches in the Butte area. 

Famous for his acts of charity, Father Callaghan 

“was a friend of the homeless, the sinner, the 

drifter and derelict.” When he passed away at the 
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ripe age of 38, the whole city of Butte attended 

his wake. Thousands of people observed from the 

streets as the procession of 18 special street cars 

passed, and “eight thousand people stood 

outside the cemetery gates while three thousand 

gathered around the grave” (Burke 191). The 

purpose of the wake was not only to respect the 

departed, but also to summon the masses into 

congregation for consultation. The traditions of 

the Catholic Church were so critical to the lives of 

the Irish Catholics that they became part of the 

culture of the mining town. 

However, it is a different man with a similar 

last name who is mentioned in Shamrock City’s 

8th track, “Lay Your Money Down.” Brawny 

drumbeats and high-pitch shrieks of the fiddle, 

combined with the jaunty swagger of the song, 

radiate the feeling of being whisked away into a 

vibrant nightlife. The characters of the song—Old 

Callahan the Bum (the town drunk), Bellowin’ 

Shoestring Annie (a brutish town widow), 

Colonel Burnett (a.k.a. “Buckets,” a notorious 

horse racing gambler)—were all historical figures 

whose legacy lives on in Butte. Old Callahan the 

Bum had a relationship with the Church that 

reflected its message of reconciliation and its 

place as the cornerstone of the Butte community. 

He was a gambler and a drunk who spent most of 

his nights in Butte’s notorious Red Light District. 

The song’s second stanza reads: “Matthew, Mark, 

Luke and John / Your belfry color fades / With 

each step down Wyoming Street / and down to 

Clipper Shades.” The four men named are Jesus’ 

disciples, authors of the four eponymous Gospels 

of the New Testament. The color of their 

clocktower, a classic part of the Church’s 

architecture, fades as night arrives, referencing 

the Bible’s recurring metaphor of light versus 

darkness: “…that God is light, and in Him there 

is no darkness” (1 John 1:5). And finally, 

Wyoming Street and Clipper Shades were the 

center of Butte’s bar scene, where recreational 

activities such as drunkenness, gambling, and 

prostitution thrived. This part of the album, 

focused on the alcoholism and gambling 

addictions that were a side-effect of harsh 

working conditions, reimagines the nocturnal 

habits of the “sinner” and the “drifter” who have 

fallen away from the Church. However, because 

the Church sought to save—and Irish miners 

needed saving in more ways than one—“the 

Catholic Church, and more precisely the local 

parish church, quickly became the most 

important resource for the… spiritual welfare of 

the famine Irish” (Fisher 47). An attractive feature 

of the Catholic Church is the teachings of God’s 

mercy through the rite of reconciliation, which 

welcomes back the “drifter” with open arms. 

Ironically, notwithstanding his “sinner” 

status, Old Callahan had an association with 

Father Callaghan. When fundraising for a new 

bell tower, Father Callaghan had come up two 

hundred dollars short. Old Callahan, with the 

help of the beggars of Butte, gathered money that 

would be otherwise used for sin, and donated it 

to the Church. So, while “Lay Your Money 

Down” serves as a tribute to the underlings of 

Butte, Montana, even this song demonstrates the 

significance of the Church in this Irish Catholic 

mining town. The Church’s aim to bring 

“sinners” back into the parish by offering 

forgiveness through the rite of reconciliation is 

symbolized by the bell tower, which calls out to 

the town when mass begins. Everyone in the 

mining town—bum and deep pocket—had a 

place in the parish. 

Church affiliation was indeed a mass 

phenomenon among Irish miners and their 

families. The vast numbers “reflected the Irish 

dominance of Butte Catholicism and the Catholic 

dominance of Butte… The four largest [parishes] 

had a combined membership of over 25,000. St. 

Patrick’s alone claimed 10,000; no protestant 

denomination had more than 800” (Emmons 95). 

In other major American cities, the Irish used the 

Church as a haven in societies that oppressed 

them. In Butte, however, the Church was the core 

of the society as it was in the motherland. While 
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influenced by the wealthy, as most parishes are, 

the Catholic diocese of Butte depended on the 

poor. At the dedication of St. Lawrence O’Toole’s 

Catholic Church in 1898, Bishop Brondel spoke of 

the Church as “a church of workingmen. There is 

not a rich man in the congregation. The church 

was paid for by the small contributions of the 

poor people,” although the Butte and Boston 

Mining Company had donated the land to build 

the church. He later prayed at the dedication that 

“God would protect the miners in their 

hazardous work” (qtd. in Emmons 96). Because 

the majority of Irish Catholics in Butte were 

miners, homilies and prayers often reflected their 

needs. The Catholic sacrament of Holy 

Communion teaches that the breaking of the 

body and blood of Jesus brings people into the 

one body of the Church. Jesus provided a source 

of ethnic-religious solidarity for miners and their 

families who so desperately needed it. 

In an apparent contradiction, the 4th track of 

Shamrock City, “Tell God and the Devil,” seems to 

defy the power of the Church. The chorus reads, 

“So tell God and the Devil they can try / but 

today’s not going to be the day we die.” In an 

attempt to restore their dignity and boost their 

spirit, Solas insinuates that the miners needed to 

adopt the attitude that they were stronger than 

the force that is God. The miners were literally 

under the earth, as if the social oppression of Irish 

immigrants at the hands of a ruthless ruling class 

wasn’t burden enough. This concept is enhanced 

by the worksong’s 7th stanza: “God don’t know 

you down here / And the Devil’s lost your 

name.” Doubt is an fundamental part of religious 

experience because it strengthens one’s faith. The 

only way the miners could survive at times was 

by their own collective will and stubborn tenacity. 

Though at times they were uncertain of God’s 

presence, the miners in the song are not defying 

their God, rather, they are recognizing his 

almighty strength. Nevertheless, because the 

majority of men working under hazardous 

conditions in the mines of Butte were Irish 

Catholic, they did not leave their faith behind 

when they entered the tunnels. For the Irish, 

religious faith was an integral part of their 

national pride. In the mines they sang tunes with 

Celtic themes. As ballad scholar Wayland Hand 

and his colleagues reported in 1950, it was not 

uncommon to hear “the Sons of Erin singing ‘The 

Wearing of Green,’ ‘God Save Ireland,’ ‘Ireland 

Boys, Hurray,’ and many other patriotic songs… 

wherever the Irish miners worked” (7). Likewise, 

worker songs encompassed religious themes. One 

tune carols, “My father was a miner down 

below, / And little of him I ever seen; Give us this 

day our daily bread” (qtd in Hand 14). The last 

line is directly from the Lord’s Prayer in which 

the parishioner asks God to “forgive us our 

trespasses as we forgive those who trespass 

against us” and to “lead us not into temptation 

but deliver us from evil.” Miners were tempted 

by the psychologically straining conditions of the 

mines to respond with ill-behavior, such as those 

mentioned in “Lay Your Money Down.” These 

tunes were used to “[combat] the demons 

underground with Irish and Catholic 

incantations,” their ethnic solidarity heightened 

by their uncertain occupation (Emmons 155). 

From birth to death, an Irishman respected 

nothing more than the Church and its teachings. 

Mines were named after Irish saints, just as 

churches are. St. Lawrence was namesake to a 

parish and a mine in town. A pair of brothers had 

named their mine St. Lawrence after their mother 

had prayed for his intercession in “guarding over 

her boys in the New World” (Burke 195). The 

Catholic practice of prayer to saints influenced 

the miners. The men were vulnerable in the mines 

and called upon their God in times of fear and 

celebration, and because these men were risking 

their lives together, a sense of brotherhood 

developed among them. Common religious 

beliefs and practices afforded ethnic solidarity.

The heightened sense of ethnic solidarity as a 

type of communal liberalism was critical for the 

labor union movement among the miners in 

Butte. Solas features professional musician and 

Scottish union leader Dick Gaughan in the 14th 

4

Brainstorm v. IX (2017)



track of Shamrock City, an exploration of the 

motivation of unions, “Labour Song.” The 

pizzicato plucking of a banjo arouses the listener, 

and suggests falling in step with a protest march: 

“Together we must stand boys, / Divided we will 

fall / Our lives are worth far more than four 

lousy bucks a day.” Laborers were tired of 

working hard without proper pay, but 

traditionally the Church disapproves of socialist 

parties for “philosophically, the Irish view of the 

human condition has been much closer to 

Burkean conservatism” (McCaffrey 136). Burkean 

conservatism depends on the natural law of 

hierarchy, which is displayed in the Church from 

God to the pope, cardinals, archbishops, bishops, 

priests, deacons, and finally, parishioners. The 

song affirms, “So when you cry for justice, / let it 

be no surprise when they ground you all as 

traitors and commies in disguise.” The political 

success of many leaders would not have been 

possible without the backing of unions. Labor 

unions were especially critical during an era of 

Butte’s history known as the “The Wars of the 

Copper Kings,” during which the streets were 

“their bribery-paved battleground” (Burke 32). 

Inspiration for the song came partly from 

politician Augustus Heinze, who proclaimed (as 

quoted in the liner notes for Shamrock City):

If they crush me today they will crush you 

tomorrow. They will cut your wages and 

raise the tariff in the company stores on every 

bite you eat and every rag you wear. They 

will force you to dwell in Standard Oil houses 

while you live and they will bury you in 

Standard Oil coffins when you die. 

Irish Catholics in Butte were a paradox of 

traditional Catholic conservatism and the Irish 

approach to communal liberalism. Both in the 

motherland and in the United States, they have 

“blended the methodology and principles of 

Anglo-Saxon and Anglo-American Protestant 

liberal politics, a Catholic sense of community, 

and their own tolerant and gregarious 

personalities into a distinct yet regionally varied 

brand of politics” (McCaffrey 137). The survival 

of this mining town’s working class was 

dependent on Irish nationalism provided by the 

Church and enhanced by labor unions. 

The album concludes by questioning the 

effectiveness of immigrating to America in “No 

Forgotten Man.” The nostalgic ballad is saturated 

with the full harmonies of Winifred Horan’s 

mournful violin. The lyrics follow the history of 

the Irish immigrant experience, each verse an ode 

to farming, mining, enlisting in the military, or the 

infamous alcoholism associated with Irishmen. It 

emphasizes the psychological pressure society 

placed on young men to grow up and provide for 

their families—pressure that labor and military 

recruiters could take advantage of. It questions 

whether their attempt to escape oppression was 

in vain—whether coming to America in search of 

“Liberty” resulted in the same abuse experienced 

in Ireland. The Irish laborers were kept down by 

the mine-owning Copper Kings for nearly two 

decades in Butte, but arguably the Church was 

also a culprit in their plight. In Marxist theory, the 

Church is the “opiate of the masses,” quieting the 

discontent of the proletariat as “one man’s chains 

become another’s freedom” (stanza 15). In the 

song, however, the over-exploited, down on-his-

luck worker declares in the refrain, “I’ll be no 

forgotten man.” In defiance of the authorities that 

have oppressed him, his dedication to being 

unforgotten serves as the root of his inclination to 

bettering the lives of future laborers. The Church 

inspires such service as a way to help following 

generations. 

The Irish were the backbone of a town 

dependent on copper and Catholicism. The 

copper mining itself was dependent on the 

Catholic faith because the lives of the Irish miners 

revolved around their Church. The stories of 

Shamrock City underline the importance of faith 

by invoking God’s providence and by referencing 

stories of the town that are related, directly or 

indirectly, to religious faith. It was a principal part 

of life in the motherland, and it followed the 
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ethnic group transatlantically. The Irish 

population of Butte led a physically and mentally 

exhausting life that relied on Copper, an earthly 

good, as their source of affluence. But, religion is 

a necessary resource for the oppressed, and a 

source of hope and confederation—essentials for 

moral and psychological survival. Such a legacy 

of enduring faith is not soon forgotten. 
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 can’t remember a time in my life when I 

didn’t love to read. Fiction—and especially 

fantasy—has always been my favorite genre, 

and I always identified strongly with the lead 

female character (often the only female character) 

in whatever book I was reading. Lead, 

protagonist, or sidekick, it didn’t matter: the most 

prominent female was always my favorite. When I 

was young, it never occurred to me to question 

the portrayal of a female lead—she was a girl 

keeping up with the guys and saving the world, 

what more did I need to know? No matter her 

appearance or personality, she was exactly who I 

wanted to be. When I was young, she was usually 

a sidekick (there weren’t many books about 

dragons and wizards with female leads), but as I 

got older, I started finding young adult books 

centered on female protagonists. Finally! I 

thought, Some girls taking the lead! But the more 

female leads I found, the more I struggled to find 

any substantial difference between them and the 

male protagonists I grew up reading. “So the 

lead’s name is Jennifer this time instead of John. I 

don’t see much difference otherwise… when do 

the dragons show up?” 

However, this didn’t really bother me until I 

reached high school when, upon reading Suzanne 

Collins’s The Hunger Games, I finally recognized 

the glaring issue: many (if not all) of my favorite 

female leads were written as if they were men, 

and Katniss from The Hunger Games may have 

I
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been the worst example. She and the other female 

heroes I had read were so masculinized that if 

they had been replaced with male characters, the 

story would have changed very little. The 

secondary female characters who acted more 

femininely (if there were any) were constantly in 

trouble or in the way. This gendered weakness/

strength dichotomy bothered me for a few 

reasons: Why would writers use it to characterize 

women? And how was it that we finally had 

female heroes, but they were essentially guys 

with long hair? 

It turns out that masculinizing female heroes 

has been an ongoing problem, and it probably 

started with simple attempts to get women into 

more interesting roles because, sadly, there was a 

time when women had even fewer interesting 

roles than we do now. According to Lily 

Rothman, writing for Time magazine in 2014, 

gender dynamics in young adult media have 

changed dramatically since the category’s 

creation in the early- to mid-1900s, when writers 

realized they could target teens separately from 

adults and children. Author Samuel Youd first 

bridged this gap with dystopian fiction when he 

wrote his classic Tripod series for young adults in 

the 1960s (Rothman). This trilogy about a race of 

three-legged robots ruling the Earth featured a 

team of “hot-headed boys” taking on the robots 

without any significant aid or input from the girls 

in the book, who mostly got kidnapped and put 

on display Sleeping Beauty-style by the giant 

robots (Rothman). Like other writers in the early 

days of young adult literature, Youd put almost 

no effort into the representation of women 

(Rothman), and the women he did include were 

helpless or trophies to be won by male heroes. 

Today, teenage girls constitute about 75 

percent of all young adult literature readers 

(Rutell), so it’s no surprise that we see far more 

women depicted as substantial characters in 

modern young adult media (although more than 

none does not imply a sufficient number or 

quality portrayal). Women are especially 

common in dystopian fiction like The Hunger 



Games, where the battle to save the future of 

society can function as an obstacle for a young 

couple to overcome (Rothman). In her article on 

young adult dystopian fiction, Rothman cites at 

least five relatively new dystopian series that 

contain significant female roles, including The 

Hunger Games. In a way The Hunger Games series 

stands as a landmark in young adult fiction 

because it seems to be the one of the first works to 

truly take the representation of women seriously

—it is certainly one of the first series I’ve ever 

read that left me able to name roughly equal lists 

of interesting male characters and interesting 

female characters. However, The Hunger Games is 

still problematic because as much as it manages 

to represent diverse, interesting females, it still 

represents femininity in women as a weakness 

and masculinity as a strength. 

Possibly the most problematic representation 

of women in The Hunger Games is Katniss 

Everdeen herself. She draws a large fan base 

among young girls and teens because of her 

independence, self-reliance, and intelligence, and 

she is complex in ways that elevate her beyond 

the two-dimensional “strong female character” 

that has plagued books and screens for the last 

several years (McDougall). But as a female 

protagonist, she still holds more masculine 

characteristics than any other female in the series. 

Her physical strength, skill at hunting, and will to 

fight are what keeps her alive through two 

Hunger Games (annual televised events in which 

teenagers are forced to fight to the death) and a 

war, but when combined with her emotional 

restraint, impulsiveness, and ineptitude at 

expressing herself verbally, they make her seem 

like a man in a woman’s body. When seen from 

this angle, it seems that if we replaced Katniss 

with a teenage boy, the only part of the storyline 

that would really be affected would be the love 

interests (“Feminist”). She is one of only a few 

female characters to live through the entire series, 

and she survives almost entirely because of her 

masculine traits. In fact, the only obviously 

feminine trait she is left with, her nurturing, 

maternal side, is often what gets her into the most 

trouble. 

Katniss first enters the Games because she is 

trying to protect her younger sister, Prim. During 

the Games, Katniss almost dies protecting another 

young girl named Rue, whom she views as 

another little sister. When she starts caring for 

Peeta later in the Games, she nearly dies again 

trying to get medicine to save his life. In the third 

book, she is almost crushed in an explosion while 

trying to save her little sister’s cat. Katniss 

repeatedly acts without regard for her own safety 

and puts herself in serious danger by acting on 

her motherly (feminine) instincts, which makes it 

seem like her femininity is an impulse or a 

weakness. This idea is enforced when President 

Snow coerces her into playing her love interest 

Peeta’s “star crossed lover” to discourage the 

uprisings the Districts have started in her name. 

She acts gentle, subordinate, and generally plays 

up her more conventionally feminine traits for the 

cameras in order to seem less threatening to Snow 

and less like a rebel leader to the people of Panem. 

By making her femininity seem weak, Collins 

suggests that Katniss’s real strengths lie in her 

masculine characteristics, which poses the 

question, “Why can’t femininity be a strength 

too?” One of Collins’s other characters actually 

does manage to use both masculine and feminine 

traits to her advantage, but not necessarily for 

good. 

President Alma Coin of District 13—the 

leader of the rebellion and the only woman in a 

position of serious power—is masculinized much 

like Katniss, but in a more sinister way. She 

parallels the main (or, “male”) antagonist, 

President Snow of the Capitol, in many ways, 

such as her emotional detachment, ability to 

strategize, and skill at manipulation. The only 

obvious femininity we see in her is when she 

feigns empathy to manipulate Katniss and other 

characters into acting in ways that would 

contribute to her own ulterior agenda. But even 
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here, used under her own free will, femininity is 

only an asset because (once again) it makes her 

come across as unthreatening. The implications of 

these characterizations are troubling. Making a 

female protagonist such as Katniss extremely 

masculine in a book where so many more 

feminine characters die suggests that masculinity 

is what is needed to survive and thrive, while 

attributing so many masculine characteristics to 

the only female character in power further 

suggests that femininity is a weakness that holds 

women back. Other female characters in this 

series further enforce this idea with their own 

behaviors and experiences. 

Mrs. Everdeen, Katniss’s mother, may be the 

weakest character in the entire series. When we 

meet her, she is recovering from a severe 

depression that has left her practically catatonic 

after the death of Katniss’s father. Her grief forces 

Katniss to take responsibility for the survival of 

what remains of her family at the age of eleven, 

and although Mrs. Everdeen improves some over 

the course of the series, she never really becomes 

fully functional. She is always on the brink of 

retreating into her own mind again, and Katniss 

never really trusts her to care for herself or Prim 

on her own (Loobeek). In fact, another instance in 

which Katniss shows masculinity is in her 

dominance over her mother, who takes on a 

clearly submissive role in Katniss’s more 

masculine presence (Loobeek; “Feminist”). When 

Katniss leaves for the Games, she makes her 

mother swear not to let herself fall into 

depression again and to take care of Prim. When 

Prim dies, we see Mrs. Everdeen’s weakness 

coming out again, and Katniss has to shout at her 

mother to keep her from retreating into a 

depressed state. It would be hard to blame her for 

struggling like this as she suffers the loss of half 

of her family, but many of the masculine 

characters in the series lose people they love 

without falling apart. Peeta loses his entire family 

and his home, but he manages to keep fighting. 

Katniss loses all the same people her mother 

does, but instead of giving up, she takes charge 

and cares for those around her. Mrs. Everdeen 

gives up on everything. She acts as a stereotypical 

submissive female, incapable of managing her life 

without a more masculine figure in charge, and 

her weakness is attributed to her femininity. 

Because Collins portrays her femininity as a 

weakness that needs to be supported by Katniss’s 

masculine strength, it comes across as a problem 

that needs to be worked around. But why should 

her femininity be blamed for her weakness? Weak 

characters aren’t a problem—they are often a 

crucial part of developing a plot—but blaming 

femininity for her weakness creates a very 

negative image for femininity. By making 

femininity seem like a weakness to be contrasted 

with masculine strength, Collins perpetuates a 

requirement for masculinity in strong characters 

to her audience, and so tells young girls that they 

need to act like boys to be strong.

 Collins’ Effie Trinket poses yet 

another problem. She is a Capitol native and acts 

as Katniss’s escort during her time in the Capitol 

for the Games. Her name, Trinket, suggests that 

she is ornamental, and that seems to be her 

purpose. She stands for everything that is wrong 

with the Capitol—the capitol of this fictional 

world and a place of extreme wealth, excess, and 

frivolity—in a very feminized way. Her extremely 

shallow personality and obsession with manners, 

appearances, and decorum often infuriate the 

people around her because, when compared to 

the corruption and danger that surround her, 

these concerns are extremely inconsequential. She 

focuses so much on these trivial matters that she 

remains completely unaware of the more serious, 

often life-threatening implications of what goes 

on around her for the majority of the series. These 

faults could be ascribed to her luxurious 

upbringing in the Capitol, but by juxtaposing her 

with more down-to-earth, masculine Capitol 

residents like Cina, Katniss’s stylist, and President 

Snow, these faults are implicitly attributed to her 

hyper-femininity—what masculine character is 
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concerned about damaging a mahogany table 

when lives are at stake? 

All of these women are characterized 

negatively by their femininity in Collins’ books, 

but she does not color men negatively for being 

masculine or for being feminine. The men in these 

books are shown as developed characters with 

substantial abilities to impact the plot, no matter 

how masculine or feminine they appear. 

Gale is Katniss’s closest friend, hunting 

partner, and one part of the love triangle around 

Katniss. As Kelsey Wallace notes, he seems to be 

the example of conventional masculinity, and 

shares many traits with Katniss, including 

physical strength, a dominant personality, skill at 

hunting, and a lack of emotional expression 

(Wallace). When the war breaks out, Gale’s 

strength and quick judgement allow him to rise 

quickly through the ranks of the rebel military to 

eventually land on the elite squad with Katniss 

and other powerful fighters (Wallace). No one 

ever forces him to tone down his masculinity as 

Snow and others ask Katniss to do. Neither does 

he feel the need to pretend to be more masculine 

or more feminine to advance his interests the way 

Coin does. Gale simply goes through life as 

himself, and while his life is far from easy, he 

never has to pretend or change to achieve 

anything, especially once he joins the military. 

And on the rare occasion that he chooses to show 

a more feminine side—such as when he expresses 

his feelings for Katniss—his display is never 

mistakable for weakness. It seems that occasional 

displays of traditionally feminine qualities are 

okay if you’re male. 

Peeta is another boy from the same town as 

Katniss and is the remaining member of the love 

triangle in the series. Peeta exhibits several 

typically feminine traits. He can’t hunt, he feels 

comfortable expressing his thoughts and feelings, 

and his talents lie in baking and painting. Yet no 

one ever questions his masculinity or punishes 

him for his femininity. Katniss has to save him so 

frequently he verges on becoming the series’ 

“damsel in distress.” Yet no one calls his 

masculinity into question (Wallace), and no one 

calls him weak. He frequently and openly 

expresses his feelings for Katniss, comforts dying 

tributes in the arena, and makes emotional 

appeals to the people of the Capitol, all of his own 

free will. No one forces him to do these things as 

they do Katniss, and no one mocks or dismisses 

him as they do Effie. Instead, Peeta is treated as a 

hero, even though his strengths aren’t necessarily 

in his masculinity. Unlike with Katniss, Collins 

felt no need to make him extremely masculine in 

order to make him an acceptable hero (Wallace), 

which seems to say that femininity is okay as long 

as you are male, as though this “weakness” can 

be countered by physical strength or by the 

stronger position in society that men tend to 

naturally occupy. Women, it seems, don’t 

inherently possess these alternatives and so must 

work to make up for their inherent weakness by 

being more masculine in personality and 

behavior. 

The most terrifying part of all this? Most 

people see this series as a fantastic representation 

of female power (“What’s”). A 2015 segment of 

The Today Show on NBC suggested that The 

Hunger Games could be the start of a “move to 

more gender neutral novels” (Morales and Roker) 

with better gender representation across all levels 

of characters. At first glance, this seems to be true: 

The diverse list of female characters in Collins’s 

book is definitely impressive, and it avoids 

following too many stereotypical character tropes. 

When compared to many of today’s young adult 

novels, which usually offer one “strong female 

character” who is expected to be strong enough to 

represent the entire female population 

(McDougall), Collins’ portrayals of diverse and 

interesting women seem successful. The problem 

arises when people fail to look beyond that 

comparatively small success. Readers see a lead 

protagonist who is self-reliant and doesn’t feel the 

need to kill wantonly to make a point about her 

strength. They see a variety of interesting, well-

developed female supporting characters. Readers 

find male characters who aren’t afraid to show 
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traditionally feminine traits, and they notice 

women being given more dialogue relative to 

their male counterparts than in the vast majority 

of similar media. They say “Oh yay! It passed the 

Bechdel test1, so it must be a great representation 

of women!” They see all the advances that this 

series has made in its category of media, and they 

completely miss all of its overwhelming 

shortcomings. They ignore the gender issues that 

hide in plain sight throughout the plot (“What”). 

They mistake Katniss’s masculinity for “strength” 

and Effie’s shallowness for femininity, yet at the 

same time they applaud Peeta for expressing his 

feelings. It seems that as long as no one questions 

these inconsistencies, media representations of 

women will never improve, and that is a 

terrifying thought. The Hunger Games is by far the 

most fair and diverse representation of women 

I’ve seen, and it is still a discredit to women 

everywhere. It shows femininity in women as a 

weakness to be hidden or overcome and 

masculinity as a prerequisite for power and 

success, but more than anything it shows that we 

still have a long, long way to go to achieve fair 

and equal gender portrayal in media. 
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onorable Mother, please forgive the impiety of 

my premature departure. However, I am 

certain that both you and my departed mother 

will be happy that in serving the Emperor your 

Yoshitaro is becoming one of the guardian spirits of 

Yasukuni Shrine. It pains me deeply that I am causing 

you sorrow in your twilight years. Please forgive me.  

—Lieutenant Yonetsu Yoshitaro (“Last”)

These are some of the final written words of a 

man who intentionally ended his own life by 

attempting to fly his explosive-laden aircraft into 

American and British warships in the Pacific. 

Lieutenant Yoshitaro was a Kamikaze. He, andny 

thousands of others, volunteered for this fate. This 

brief, detached letter is the last message he ever 

sent to his stepmother. His letter is little more than 

an apology and it is obvious that Yoshitaro is 

cognizant of the consequences of his actions, and 

regrets them. He can barely squeeze out four 

sentences before begging her forgiveness. Yet, 

despite this reluctance, Yoshitaro and thousands 

of others gave their lives for Japan with such 

ferocity that it stalled the war efforts of nations 

several times Japan’s size for years. Why did so 

many willfully choose oblivion over family?

In the Second World War, hundreds of 

thousands of Japanese soldiers charged to their 
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deaths for Japan. They used a myriad of zealous 

tactics to carry out the will of the Emperor. 

Japanese soldiers charged American positions in 

massive Banzai bayonet charges and ran civilians 

off cliffs to prevent their capture by the Allies. 

Japanese pilots filled their planes with explosives 

and rammed Allied vessels. Others strapped 

themselves into specially made torpedoes and 

guided themselves into ships’ hulls, or drowned 

trying. On Iwo Jima over 30,000 Japanese soldiers 

fought to the death for a patch of land little more 

than three miles long, and only a few hundred 

allowed themselves to be captured. Something 

possessed these men to fight to the last man no 

matter the circumstances—a feat that no other 

army during the time could consistently replicate 

(Orbell and Morikawa). 

This single-minded devotion led American 

soldiers and marines of the time to believe that 

the Japanese were simply a primitive, fear-driven 

culture, that they gladly wished to give their lives 

for their Emperor. After all, the phrase 

“Tennōheika Banzai!” literally means “Long live 

the Emperor!” It was the phrase uttered by every 

Kamikaze as he crashed into an aircraft carrier. 

Marines and Soldiers attested to hearing the 

Japanese soldiers uniformly shouting the phrase 

as they attacked their positions (Orbell and 

Morikawa). Thousands of men uttered these as 

their last words in a single-minded devotion to 

the Emperor—or so it seems. If the Japanese were 

just a massed horde with a hive mind and little 

regard for individuals, why was Lieutenant 

Yoshitaro so reluctant to serve his Emperor with 

his “premature departure”? 

It seems that there is more to the story, and 

that Japan is more complicated than our simple 

fear or with connections to a cult of the Emperor. 

Every country during WWII was existentially 

threatened, yet only the Japanese could muster 

zealous fighters in such numbers and frequency. 

According to anthropologist Emiko 

Ohnukitierney, most countries had central ties to 
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religion, and a majority of soldiers in the war 

were religious in some way. Furthermore, many 

countries had imposed very powerful and 

far-reaching central governments that actively 

influenced the minds of their citizens and 

soldiers. On top of all that, every country’s home 

front was very supportive of the war, and fighters 

kept very close ties to their loved ones abroad. 

Only one country had all of these traits and 

more—Japan. 

Imperial Japan was an extreme case of 

metaphorical abstraction. The Japanese twisted 

their filial piety to project traditional familial ties 

beyond their immediate kin and onto the nation 

itself, forcing citizens to unwittingly focus on the 

abstraction of the nation over their families. To 

further support their narrative, the government 

of Japan aestheticized the deaths that each pilot 

would face, drawing on myth and literary tropes 

to mask the horror of the actions they had agreed 

to—what was once terror and death became 

beautiful meaning. These factors, plus the factors 

inherent to every nation in WWII created the 

Kamikaze—the original suicide bomber.

Smarter Than You Think

These zealots were not ravenous killers 

foaming at the mouth at the thought of their next 

kill. While these types did exist, Kamikaze pilots 

were often highly educated individuals—and that 

may have been why they were so eager to 

volunteer. In his piece on the Kamikaze student 

pilots, Emiko Ohnukiterney states that “…the 

total corpus of about 4000 pilots [consisted of 

enlisted men] and close to 1000 student soldiers 

whom the government graduated early so that 

they could draft them” (15). The drafted students 

were not required to volunteer for the Kamikazes, 

yet nearly a quarter of the corps was made up of 

students. This set of student-pilots is by far the 

most interesting sect to study. It is easier for a 

government to manipulate somebody without an 

extensive education who grew up on 

propaganda, as did many enlisted men at the 

time. That fact can be attributed to their 

willingness to become suicide bombers. But these 

student-pilots were, “…the intellectual crème de 

la crème of the time. Their motto was Cogito ergo 

sum… [and] the ‘rite of passage’ for incoming 

students… was reading Kant’s Critique of Pure 

Reason in German” (Ohnukitierney 15). Many of 

these men were the among intellectual elite of the 

world. Some refused the mission, and one 

educated sect of officers refused to join the corps 

citing the fact that it was a “meaningless death 

mission not worth volunteering for” (qtd. in 

Ohnukitierney 1). Every single military academy 

graduate (from institutions comparable to 

America’s West Point) refused to volunteer their 

lives for their country in this way. Of those with 

higher education within the ranks of the 

Kamikaze, 0% were military academy graduates.

Why would any such hyper-intelligent men 

volunteer to kill themselves on behalf of the 

Emperor while their military-educated 

counterparts sat on the sidelines? Shouldn’t it be 

the nationalist military grads throwing 

themselves into American aircraft carriers? One 

reason that Ohnukitierney suggests is that the 

Japanese government was very good at 

aestheticizing their actions. For example, the 

government of Japan was quick to promote the 

symbolism of cherry blossoms amongst the ranks 

of the Kamikaze. The cherry tree (a very prevalent 

Japanese cultural item) only blossoms once per 

year, and it does so unpredictably. The blossoms 

only last for a very short time before dying out 

and falling to the Earth in beautiful waves, and in 

doing so, they blanket fields in rolling color. 

Ohnukitierney writes that “…successive 

governments had aestheticized the deaths of 

soldiers on the battlefield using the symbolism of 

the cherry blossom…[which] became the trope of 

Japan’s imperial nationalism” (19). Japanese 

soldiers became these blossoms by fighting, and 

dying, for their emperor. Their brief lives were 

well lived in service to the greater needs of Japan. 

Like the blossoms, their time to serve was 
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unpredictable and required their deaths in 

uniform droves; however, their deaths meant 

tranquility for the others in Japan. This rhetoric 

pointed to “…the Japanese soul—an exclusive 

spiritual property of the Japanese that endowed 

young men with a noble character, enabling them 

to face death without fear—‘Thou shalt die like 

beautiful [emphasis added] falling cherry petals 

for the Emperor” (Ibid.). Safe in the knowledge 

they would die for a greater cause, the men threw 

themselves into harm’s way. The key difference 

between military academy graduates and 

ordinary student-soldiers was their education. 

While the student-soldiers spent much of their 

time focused on government-pushed theory and 

ideals that would prepare them for civil service, 

the military academy grads learned pragmatism 

and effectiveness for battlefield application. They 

were simply less susceptible to the national 

rhetoric and the romance behind that beautiful 

death than ordinary student-soldiers were. 

So, that vast wealth of knowledge and 

intellect at the student-soldier’s comand actually 

proved to be their Achilles heel. After 

volunteering, many tried to continue to accept the 

state-promoted rhetoric in the final weeks of their 

lives—but many had trouble doing it. 

Ohnukitierney brings some of the final letters of 

Hayashi Ichizo into account, showing how very 

few truly died for the Emperor: “There must be 

some peace of mind for dedicating my life to the 

emperor…To be honest, I cannot say that the wish 

to die for the emperor is genuine, coming from 

my heart. However, it is decided for me that I die for 

the emperor” (qtd. in Ohnukitierney 18). Those last 

few words, “. . . it is decided for me,” 

demonstrate that Ichizo’s will to die was not 

genuine, yet he still acted upon his national 

rhetoric. Ohnukitierney points out that he did 

this “…while not embracing [the rhetoric] and 

sometimes even while defying it” (18). For Ichizo, 

outside pressure was not the motivation for his 

act, the will to die must’ve come from within.

Dolls and Anchors

Ohnukitierney’s research reveals that a typical 

last night for a pilot was an equivocal affair. Those 

destined to charge into hell the next day spent 

their last hours somewhere between a state of 

turmoil and ecstasy. Pilots converged in massive 

dining halls to celebrate and commemorate their 

lives with rivers of sake and camaraderie. Such 

festivities included sitting face-down on the 

tables, drinking until blackout, smashing vases 

with swords, and slicing hanging lights off the 

ceiling. To complement their revelry, there were 

long intersessions with men crying in heaps for 

their girlfriends and mothers back home, begging 

them for another chance at life and love. The next 

day, they all would strap themselves to flying 

bombs, emboldened by the rising sun on the 

wingtips, and crash into other humans sacrificing 

their youth for the Emperor. These were the 

“crazed fanatics” that we Americans came to 

recognize. In truth, they were deeply conflicted 

men faced with a grave task (Ohnukitierney 18). 

Obviously, pilots were no great fans of their 

work, and desired another way out. They wished 

to return to their families and proceed with their 

normal lives. Still, they continued their duties far 

from their families anyway. In most people’s 

minds, family is the end-all, but for these pilots 

family became the motivation for their suicide 

bombings. To help them with this hurdle, many 

pilots carried dolls with them—grown men 

carried dolls into combat, for what?

According to Ellen Schattschneider, imon 

ningyo (comfort dolls) were actually a very 

common sight amongst Japanese soldiers in 

WWII; no matter what happened to the soldier, he 

would remain with his family through the 

presence of the doll. In the event of his death, he 

would become one with his family. For one soldier, 

his doll was more than just a friendly face in 

hell—it was a reminder of his kin back home. 

Schattschneider tells us he named his doll “Ema” 

after the young girl who made it and sent it to 

him. He also called it his mother and sister, and it 
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served as his anchor to home. After witnessing 

his friends losing limbs, bleeding to death before 

him, and committing terrible acts, he would take 

the doll out and remember better times. The man 

swore that both this doll and he would make it 

through the war. They saw the rape of Nanking, 

skirmishes in China, and the bayoneting of the 

Chinese populace together; until one day a 

sniper’s bullet struck the soldier. He collapsed, 

choking on his own blood, gasping and clawing 

for air until he carried as much life as the doll. 

His squad-mates, knowing the attachment he had 

for the doll, took it off his corpse before his body 

was taken away. It was dirty, stained with the 

grime of war and the blood of their friend. They 

wrote to young Ema back home, asking that she 

make a new dress for the doll so that they could 

carry it through the war and remember both their 

friend and Ema, who had so lovingly supported 

them. And they did (Schattschneider 329).

To the Japanese fighting man, his doll was 

more than mere cloth meant for a child. It 

represented his connection to his closest kin; the 

destruction of both the body and the doll in the 

same event meant that the spirit of the fighting 

man and that of the maker/owner of the doll 

would be forever intertwined. The men in the 

Kamikaze corps were especially fond of the 

comfort dolls for this reason. Lieutenant Uemura 

Masahisa demonstrates this in a letter to his child 

by saying that; “The toy doll you had as a child I 

took with me in my airplane as a good-luck 

charm—this way you are always with me. I tell 

you this because I think that it would be wrong 

for you not to know” (“Last” 121). Lieutenant 

Masahisa’s act is no small gesture. In Japanese 

culture, everyday objects such as dolls become 

imbued with the spirit of their owners, and 

cannot be disposed of without special ritual 

(Schattschneider 332). Lieutenant Masahisa’s act 

bound him to the spirit of his child attached to 

the doll. He united them for life, just like the 

hundreds of others who united themselves with 

the makers of their dolls. 

Their belief in comfort-doll spirits belief made 

it far easier for pilots to sacrifice themselves as 

Kamikazes—it gave them faith that they would 

remain with their loved ones forever, even after 

death. The act was so significant to Masahisa that 

he ensured his child knew they were bound 

together after his death. He did not say, “It would 

be wrong for you not to know” because he 

expected his child to come looking for their 

favorite doll, but because he wanted them to 

know that he was looking over them. Pilots were 

able to overcome their Earthly attachments to 

their loved ones by becoming spiritually attached 

to their kin. Still, it was only a mere substitute for 

being with family in person. 

Extended Family

While the pilots’ comfort dolls helped take 

away some of the pain of knowing their deaths 

were coming by their own hand, they were 

merely crutches that couldn’t stand on their own. 

It takes an incredible force to cause somebody to 

willingly forsake their mothers, fathers, sisters, 

brothers, and children, not necessarily the 

Emperor, as the second pilot we met has shown. 

As I have in this essay, psychologists John Orbell 

and Tomonori Morikawa asked why. They set out 

to discover whether or not there is an 

evolutionary process for cultures utilizing suicide 

attacks. They decided the best example is Japan, 

noting that less than 1% of pilots left traces of 

them being coerced into roles as Kamikaze 

fighters, while nearly 80% stated they sought an 

honorable or beautiful death. Over half the fighters 

mentioned they joined to make a significant 

contribution to the war effort and to inspire 

others (Orbell and Morikawa 309). 

Despite all of these reasons, it is hard to 

justify the masses volunteering for the job of 

Kamikaze fighter. Certainly, not everyone so 

eager for a “beautiful death” when the war began; 

surely some of the pilots thought they could 

contribute to the war in some other meaningful 

way. John Orbell and Tomonori Morikawa 
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developed a paradigm to define the specific 

mindset one must have in order to sacrifice 

oneself, which essentially states that when my 

coalition (in this case, nation) is under direct and 

dire threat to the point that a heroic sacrifice must 

be made, I am willing to make it because I identify 

with my countrymen as if they were members of my 

own family, and the dire threat to my family (my 

countrymen) has manipulated my mentality to 

accept my death. I am dying for the nation of 

Japan because the turmoil of war has united us as 

one people. I care for the other 100 million 

faceless people in my country because, if we do 

not come together, we will all be destroyed by 

outside powers. War is the crucible that solidifies 

peoples into nations. I have become engrossed 

with the manipulative ideals promoted in my 

culture—my death is not fire and brimstone, but 

a cherry blossom floating in the wind as on a 

beautiful wave. Through this death, my spirit will 

become irrevocably bound to the one I love most, 

and only through this death is this bond possible. 

Thus, the paradigm truly becomes: If Japan is 

under attack, and if becoming a Kamikaze is the cost of 

eliminating the threat, then I will respond to my 

countrymen as if they were my kin (and defend them 

as such), and I will be willing to sacrifice myself 

because I will die a beautiful death and become 

permanently bonded to my loved one. 

Like parents rushing into a burning high-rise 

to save their children, young Japanese men threw 

themselves into the flames of Allied fire in a 

desperate, last-ditch attempt to save their 

country. Their country was their family, so the 

distinctions dictated by blood did not exist. There 

was no choice. Sacrifice meant saving one’s 

family. Late-war Japan met every criterion for 

such desperation. It was existentially threatened 

by the Allied powers closing in to Japan’s 

borders. The Allies positioned themselves near 

enough to actively firebomb Japanese cities, 

killing hundreds of thousands of citizens. The 

people were already well united after a decade of 

war, and kept strong ties between their soldiers 

and the home front. And their soldiers were 

consumed by the ideal of self-sacrifice, so it was 

no great leap for them to choose the ultimate 

sacrifice, to die beautiful, aestheticized, 

cherry-blossom deaths. 

These men did not go quietly into the night, 

however. They ranted, raved, begged and pleaded 

for another way. They were deeply conflicted and 

troubled people, grasping at the notion that their 

loved ones were being burned to death by Allied 

bombs back home, and only their deaths had even 

the tiniest sliver of hope to save them. These 

people could see that their country, their family, 

was on the brink of destruction. They made 

themselves into the Divine Wind—the Kamikaze—

to save Japan and all they had ever known. 

Wouldn’t I have done the same?
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