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The Expository Writing Program offers 

topic-based seminars that help first-year OU 

students to develop their critical reading, 

thinking, and writing skills.

The defining feature of an Expo course is 

the students’ collaboration with their lecturers. 

The faculty in our program are experienced 

teachers with advanced knowledge of their 

subjects and passion for helping students de-

velop their writing. Over the course of the se-

mester, Expo students work closely with their 

lecturer through classroom discussions, exten-

sive written feedback, and one-on-one 

conferences. 

Students who successfully complete an 

Expo course come away with the knowledge 

they’ll need to explore the wider academic 

world that the university has to offer and the 

skills they’ll need to make their voices heard 

within that world.

Brainstorm is the journal of student writing 

published by the Edith Kinney Gaylord Ex-

pository Writing Program at the University of 

Oklahoma. The essays in this issue were writ-

ten by students in Expository Writing classes 

during Spring 2012 and Fall 2012 semesters 

and then revised again for publication. 

The Expo faculty are extremely proud of 

our students and their efforts, and we hope 

you enjoy their work as much as we do.
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allets are not meant to look hideous, and 

music is not supposed to sound ugly. 

Who would want to pay to see classically 

trained ballet dancers stomping on the stage with 

their feet turned in and their heads resting on 

their hands? And who would want to hear an in-

strument play inharmonious notes that are almost 

out of its range? Such questions express the mind-

set of elite and fashionable Parisians in 1913, and 

it was this mindset that led them to react so 

strongly to the premiere of Russian composer Igor 

Stravinsky’s ballet, The Rite of Spring. Instead of 

hearing the agreeable and predictable melodies of 

Beethoven and Mozart, the audience members 

were assaulted with a wild circus of discordant 

sounds and strange dance steps. However, even 

though the atonal music and unconventional 

dance moves seemed to complement each other, 

the choreography did not effectively reflect the 

music. Stravinsky himself said that his choreogra-

pher, Vaslav Nijinsky, did not “make any attempt 

to understand [his] choreographic ideas for Le Sa-

cre du Printemps” (Stravinsky and Craft 37). Strav-

insky made this remark because Nijinsky’s chore-

ography too faithfully followed his music, to the 

point that it failed to capture the music’s Dio-

nysian spirit. As the philosopher Friedrich Nietz-

B

1

The Rite of Spring: 

Separating Music and Dance
by Angela Cai

Angela Cai is an Economics major from Bro-

ken Arrow, OK. She wrote this essay in the “Mu-

sic, Sound, and Noise” course taught by Robert 

Scafe.

The Brainstorm Selection Committee voted 

Angela’s essay the “Best in Issue” for 2013.

sche explains, Dionysus, the god of fertility, wine,  

and spiritual ecstasy, incorporates the wild, the 

ambiguous, and the collective, while Apollo em-

bodies the precise, the restrained, and the indi-

vidual. Ironically, Nijinsky’s perfect imitation of 

the music resulted in his choreography express-

ing Apollonian restraint rather than Dionysian 

ecstasy.

Musician and author Peter Hill believes that 

the idea of The Rite of Spring comes from one of 

Stravinsky’s dreams—“a scene of pagan ritual in 

which a chosen sacrificial virgin danced herself to 

death” (3). Thus, as religious studies professor 

Sarah Levine has pointed out, the piece contained 

many “elements intended to evoke a Dionysian 

world: the communal intoxication of Spring, pre-

Christian origins, sacrifice, and musical disso-

nance” (101). According to Greek mythology, un-

restrained, masked, torchlit dances and animal 

sacrifices often occurred at the cult ceremonies of 

Igor Stravinsky, c. 1920s-1930s.



Dionysus. These ceremonies, or orgia, were ex-

ceptionally savage and enthusiastic; the partici-

pants danced and worshiped so vigorously that 

they were forced to step out of their own identi-

ties and become one with Dionysus. Similarly, 

when the Greeks drank wine, they became pos-

sessed by Dionysus’s godly presence. These 

euphoric and intoxicated people no longer had 

independent minds. Instead, they were all under 

the control of one powerful god who brought 

them together into an irrational, primitive, and 

ecstatic community. 

Stravinsky’s ballet music evokes this sense of 

community and togetherness. This feeling of 

unity is also the focal point of the influential 

German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche’s defini-

tion of the Dionysian spirit of art. Nietzsche states 

that, in a Dionysian world, every man feels “not 

only reunified, reconciled, reincorporated, and 

merged with his neighbor, but genuinely one” 

(23). For example, more than one instrument 

plays a single melody, and this serves to amplify 

the sound. This practice is reminiscent of a group 

of people coming together and performing the 

same actions at the same time. Moreover, there 

are sections of the music in which only one in-

strument is playing, but the instrument tends to 

play the same tune over and over again. Some 

examples are the eleven consecutive “BANG”s by 

the timpani near the end of the piece and the 

warbling yet soothing hum the bassoon plays at 

the very beginning. Although both instruments 

are singled out from the rest of the orchestra, 

their repetitive tunes fail to make them unique. 

A syncopated rhythm complements the mu-

sic played by the instruments. Rhythm is often 

seen as an element that gives music an attitude 

and makes each musical piece unique. But ac-

cording to the German sociologist and philoso-

pher Theodor Adorno, rhythm actually contrib-

utes to the standardization of music. He coined 

the term “pseudo-individualization” to describe 

the endowment of “cultural mass production 

with the halo of free choice or open market on the 

basis of standardization itself” (Adorno 445). In 

other words, although rhythm grants melody the 

illusion of freedom, it actually strengthens its re-

petitive and standardized nature. For Adorno, 

then, standardization and repetitiveness are the 

real foundations of Stravinsky’s Dionysian world. 

Even his dissonances are forced into formulaic 

patterns in which nothing is truly unique: Dio-

nysian unity is reduced to pseudo-individualism.

Although The Rite of Spring is often consid-

ered a Dionysian work of art, there are Apollonian 

qualities also sprinkled throughout its heart-

pounding sounds, dramatic silences, and violent 

tonalities. Nietzsche believed the Apollonian 

world is associated with dreams, calmness, and 

individuality (23). Every person can have com-

plete control over his or her thoughts and body. 

This reasonable world is separated from the chaos 

of life and concerned with appearances and per-

fection instead of reality. According to Modris Ek-

steins, there are a “few brief melodic lines” in The 

Rite of Spring (50). However, they rarely last for 

more than ten seconds and are often used as tran-

sitions from one Dionysian passage to another. 

These few Apollonian moments function to give 

structure to the hectic music—they are, as Nietz-

sche once said about Apollonian music, “Doric 

architecture rendered in sound” (24). For instance, 

an Apollonian moment occurs around the sixteen-

minute mark of Stravinsky Conducts Stravinsky: The 

Rite of Spring: the brass instruments play a short 

but regal passage producing a pleasant, harmonic 

melody. But as the next section of the piece is 

about to commence, the agitated pounding of the 

timpani abruptly interrupts the peaceful melody. 

Its loud, booming sound creates chaos and re-

minds the listeners that they remain in an am-

biguous, Dionysian world. 

Stravinsky had always envisioned dance cho-

reography to accompany his music. So, in 1911, 

Sergei Diaghilev, the ballet impresario and foun-

der of Ballet Russes (The Russian Ballets), officially 

commissioned The Rite of Spring. It was to pre-

miere in the 1912 season under the direction of 
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celebrated Russian dancer and choreographer 

Vaslav Nijinsky. Both composer and choreogra-

pher were excited about this collaboration; Strav-

insky saw Nijinsky as full of passion and zeal, 

while Nijinsky greatly admired and respected 

Stravinsky. But, despite his energy and commit-

ment to the ballet, it appears that Nijinsky had 

difficulty communicating his choreographic vi-

sion to his classically trained dancers. Perhaps 

this was because they viewed Nijinsky’s teaching 

style and choreography as new and unconven-

tional. For example, while most choreographers 

provided their dancers with basic steps and al-

lowed them to develop their own details, Nijin-

sky “forbade any pantomime or ad-libbing,” forc-

ing them to meticulously follow his choreo-

graphic plan (Levine 104). Instead of the old 

“symbolism of the mouth,” in Nietzsche’s terms, 

there would be a Dionysian “symbolism of the 

body” that encompassed all parts of the commu-

nity rather than any single, rational, Apollonian 

element in it (Nietzsche 26). In other words, the 

dancers were not individuals, but “members of a 

higher communal order” (Nietzsche 95). For ex-

ample, in the BBC documentary film The Riot at 

the Rite, the sacrificial maiden joins in the rite 

automatically, as if she were in “an entranced 

state”: her eyes are glassy and staring straight 

ahead, her small mouth is slightly open, and she 

has a hypnotized facial expression, while the rest 

of her body moves deftly and rapidly, as if con-

trolled by an outside force (Nietzsche 23). The 

maiden’s community had already chosen her fate, 

and she accepts it without any sign of compre-

hension. So far, according to Nietzsche’s defini-

tions of Apollonian and Dionysian, it seems that 

Nijinsky’s choreography is Dionysian, and the 

choreographer himself viewed it as such. 

But in Nijinsky’s choreography, rhythm and 

syncopation merely mask pre-digested and un-

varying dance moves. Nijinsky wanted the danc-

ers to move as pagans who believe that they are 

free because they are able to create their own new 

rhythm in their movements. At first, they mingle 

and create a single rhythm, but eventually the 

adolescent boys and girls divide and each group 

makes its own individual rhythm. However, the 

pagans do not know that the rhythms they are 

creating are “essential” to representing the natu-

ral order, for as Stravinsky explained in his 1913 

defense of the ballet, they are a part of the manda-

tory, “annual cycle of forces” that the pagans un-

dergo during the ritual to welcome spring (What I 

Wished 525). According to writer and critic Jac-

ques Rivière, the dancers display “motion that 

does not run off, that has been forbidden to chant 

its own tune; motion that must come back to take 

orders every minute” (qtd. in Kirstein 165). Thus, 

the choreography of the play is similar to the mu-

sic for the play: not chaotically communal, but 

pseudo-individualistic.

Stravinsky initially was very happy with Ni-

jinsky’s work. He stated that it was “incompara-

ble” and nearly flawless (qtd. in Eksteins 41). 

However, as time went on, Stravinsky changed 

his mind and said that “Nijinsky [did not] make 

any attempt to understand [his] own choreo-

graphic ideas for The Rite of Spring” (Stravinsky 

and Craft 37). For example, against Stavinsky’s 

wishes, Nijinsky strove to “re-emphasize” the 

music through “constant coordination” of the 

music and dance (Stravinsky, Autobiography 44). 

This strategy “restricted the dance to rhythmic 

duplication” and made the choreography a mere 

“imitation” of the music (Stravinsky, Autobiogra-

phy 44). Perhaps Nijinsky―who “may have been 

unstable from his youth” due to a “genetic pre-

disposition to depression” and possible brain 

damage from a “serious fall he took at age 

twelve” (Acocella, “Secrets of Nijinsky”)―was 

beginning to show signs of madness when the 

ballet was performed. Written a few years after 

The Rite of Spring was performed, Nijinsky’s diary 

gives us insight into the thoughts and obsessions 

running through his mind. The diary suggests 

that Nijinsky was very proud of his Russian roots 

and that he emphasized “feeling,” or the “quasi-

mystical form of intuitive, empathic perception” 
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(Gesmer, Dance), which allowed him to under-

stand Stravinsky’s Dionysian music and convert 

it into a seemingly Dionysian dance. But “accord-

ing to folk wisdom in ‘Mother’ Russia, the insane 

have stopped feeling and begun thinking too 

much” (Gesmer, Dance). Though Nijinsky was not 

“insane” when The Rite of Spring premiered, his 

mind was beginning to unravel with the de-

mands of choreographing and dancing while his 

growing fame unsettled him even further. Nijin-

sky was beginning to “think” instead of “feel,” 

prodding his choreography to mimic rather than 

purely interpret Stravinsky’s music. 

Nijinsky deliberately, if unconsciously, ap-

plied measured restraint to his choreography, 

and, according to Nietzsche, the state of “meas-

ured restraint” is an Apollonian quality rather 

than a Dionysian one (21). During Part Four of 

The Riot at the Rite, for example, the dancers all 

give a forceful stomp and drop their bodies 

downward at every downbeat played by the tim-

pani, thus copying the music perfectly. The music 

in Part Five of The Riot of the Rite also commands 

the dancers’ actions, for they move and sway in 

time with the notes played by the orchestra. At 

the same time, the dancers’ movements also slow 

as the tempo of the music decreases. So, even 

though the dancers appear to be participating in a 

pagan rite in a frenzied, communal world, they 

are actually separated from the chaos of life. They 

are merely converting Stravinsky’s music into 

dance instead of creating a scene that shows the 

true spirit of the Dionysian world. Stravinsky 

believed that choreography should complement 

rather than replicate the music:

Choreography, as I conceive it, must realize 

its own form, one independent of the musical 

form though measured to the musical unit. Its 

construction will be based on whatever corre-

spondences the choreographer may invent, 

but it must not seek merely to duplicate the 

line and beat of the music. (Stravinsky and 

Craft 37)

Pieter Van den Toorn, an author and professor of 

music, believes that “Stravinsky himself…initi-

ated and then encouraged the music's dissocia-

tion from its scenic and choreographic ties” (3). 

Unfortunately, Nijinsky completely reversed 

Stravinsky’s intentions when he choreographed 

the ballet—it was too Apollonian for his Dio-

nysian music. So, after nine performances in 1913, 

Nijinsky’s choreography was discarded and for-

gotten. “The music has, in contrast, remained a 

permanent fixture” and is regularly played in 

concert halls around the world (Van den Toorn 4). 

And nothing has been lost by the absence of 

dancers. In fact, that loss might actually help 

audience members’ imaginations, for now they 

are free to create their own interpretation of the 

music in their minds. This is where Nijinsky 

failed as a choreographer; his choreography did 

not persuade the audience members to break 

away from their formally reasoning minds and 

become intoxicated by the music. Instead, he 

forced them to see and feel the music in one way 

only—his way. His dancers’ movements were so 

defined and they followed the music so closely 

that it was impossible to interpret the choreogra-

phy in more than one way. For example, in the 
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scene before the maiden is sacrificed, the other 

dancers formed a circle and danced and jumped 

around her as if they were commemorating her 

designation as the sacrificial maiden. Every time 

the music rose in pitch, the dancers mimicked it 

by jumping up in the air. Then, as it returned to 

its initial range, the dancers returned to their 

original stance. Meanwhile, the sacrificial maiden 

did not move at all; she seemed unaffected by the 

chaos around her. The rigidity of Nijinsky’s cho-

reography contradicted Stravinsky’s beliefs, 

which held that The Rite of Spring is “unified by a 

single idea: the mystery and great surge of the 

creative power of spring” but it does not have a 

definite plot, only “choreographic succession” 

that corresponds with that single idea (qtd. in 

Levine 101). Nijinsky’s definitive choreography 

contradicts the idea that music can have many 

different interpretations, and that these depend 

on the listener’s imagination. In the maiden sacri-

fice scene described above, the rapid back-and-

forth changes in the music’s pitch could easily 

have signified the frightened sacrificial maiden’s 

heartbeat rising and falling, but Nijinsky’s chore-

ography did not allow for this kind of interpreta-

tion. So, along with the dancers being stuck in an 

Apollonian world of fixed forms, the audience 

members were also separated from the chaos of 

life, stopped from becoming intoxicated by the 

Dionysian music. Discarding Nijinsky’s choreog-

raphy has allowed audiences to focus on the or-

chestral piece and to conceive their own imagery 

and story for the music.

In 1987, Millicent Hodson (a doctoral candi-

date in dance history at Berkeley) and Kenneth 

Arthur (an English art historian conducting re-

search on Nicholas Roerich, the painter who de-

signed the sets for The Rite of Spring) attempted to 

recreate Nijinsky’s choreography as part of Hod-

son’s dissertation project. To reconstruct the 

work, Hodson and Arthur sifted through every 

scrap of information that existed about the 1913 

production: photographs, costume sketches, cho-

reographic notes, Stravinsky’s rehearsal score, 

and reviews of the ballet. But unfortunately, ac-

cording to acclaimed New Yorker dance critic Joan 

Acocella, the revival was a “dud.” “Instead of 

looking like modernist primitivism—a dance that 

altered the very source of all our aesthetic judg-

ments—it just looked like stage primitivism” 

(Acocella, “Lost Nijinsky”). Some people may 

attribute its “stage primitivism” to the passage of 

time, but according to Acocella, if today one looks 

at Marcel Duchamp’s Nude Descending a Staircase, 

it still contains some of the shock value that peo-

ple felt when they first saw it at the Armory Show 

in 1913—the same year that The Rite of Spring 

premiered in Paris (Acocella, “Lost Nijinsky”).

Hodson and Arthur’s failed revival suggests 

that Nijinsky’s original Apollonian choreography 

was never quite as revolutionary as Stravinsky’s 

Dionysian music, which still emotionally affects 

listeners today. In September 2012, for example, 

while the renowned Los Angeles Philharmonic’s 

rendition of The Rite of Spring did not cause a riot, 

it did receive a standing ovation. A riot did not 

occur because increasing amounts of Dionysian 

music and sound have been incorporated into our 

daily lives. In fact, we can’t seem to escape from 

the cacophonous clamor of sound and noise cre-

ated by our modern industrial soundscape. No 

matter where we are, there is always noise around 

us, ranging from the hum of the air conditioning 

unit to a cell phone ringing during a class lecture. 

Thus, we are more acclimated to hearing discor-

dant and atonal orchestral pieces. But, in 1913, 

when music and dance were decidedly Apollo-

nian and rarely exhibited Dionysian elements, it 

was Stravinsky’s music, not Nijinsky’s dance, that 

caused a riot on opening night.
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he dancer’s arms flail desperately as she 

dances with all of her might in the clan’s 

ritual. She repeatedly whirls about wor-

shipping the Earth in what she knows will be her 

final performance. Her hindmost leap sends her 

plummeting towards the ground in a lifeless heap. 

The members of the clan quickly catch her, lift her 

up, and rejoice in the blessings of spring that can 

now pour forth because of her sacrifice.

This climactic scene from Igor Stravinsky’s 

1913 ballet The Rite of Spring, with its radical plot 

and dissonant chords, caused a public riot at its 

premiere in Paris. Why all the fuss? Much of the 

historical significance of this piece lies in its con-

troversial interpretation. Is the dancer’s sacrifice a 

beautiful expression of emotion? Or is it a horrific 

example of collective violence? Could it possibly 

be both? Twentieth-century sociologist Theodor 

Adorno criticizes the ballet and associates it with 

fascism, the form of political oppression that led 

to the Nazi regime (“What National Socialism Has 

Done…” 378-379). Adorno believes that fascism 

thrives in an atmosphere of positivism, the belief 

that scientific objectivity is the only form of truth. 

Positivism supports the idea that “seeing is believ-

ing” and encourages an impersonal outlook on 

life. Modern Germany, says Adorno, seems to 

have adopted this philosophy of scientific Truth to 

the exclusion of spiritual beliefs and humanistic 

art as expressions of Truth: “The tie between the 

T
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Tragic Art is True Art 

in Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring
by Emily Cole

Emily Cole is a Letters/Pre-Med major from 

Lexington, OK. She wrote this essay in the “Mu-

sic, Sound, and Noise” course taught by Robert 

Scafe.

idea of humanism, of music as an art, and the 

actual outward and inward life of the people, 

was definitely broken [under Hitler]” (“What 

National Socialism Has Done…” 379). According 

to Adorno, Stravinsky’s ballet supports positiv-

ism by presenting the ritual of collective violence 

in a dispassionate manner through the dancer’s 

sacrifice (Philosophy of New Music 111). Adorno is 

right that we need to be able to step back from a 

simplistic faith that “seeing is believing” and 

embrace the beauty of a more elemental Truth. 

But I believe that The Rite of Spring is beneficial to 

society because it affirms the priority of spiritual 

beliefs in communal life. The dancers are cele-

brating the Earth and are willing to sacrifice eve-

rything for their beliefs. Even though their sacri-

fice of the virgin may at first seem inhumane, 

there is beauty in their complete release from in-

hibition, issuing in a strange mixture of cruelty 

and liberation that can only be explained through 

the concept of tragedy.

Sketch of Igor Stravinsky drawn by Pablo Picasso, dated 
December 31, 1920. This sketch was published in the pro-
gram for the 14th season of the Ballets Russes at the 
Théâtre de la Gaîté-Lyrique in Paris, 1921.



In order to gain a better understanding of 

tragedy, we must examine Friedrich Nietzsche’s 

distinction between Apollonian and Dionysian 

art. Nietzsche, a nineteenth-century philosopher, 

compares the Greek gods Apollo and Dionysus as 

different art forms. He describes Apollo as having 

a dream-like quality, inferring that Apollonian art 

is highly visual. Nietzsche states that we prefer 

this visual art form because “we take pleasure in 

the direct understanding of form, all shapes 

speak to us, there is nothing indifferent or super-

fluous,” implying that humans are visual, struc-

tured creatures who like things to be organized 

and straightforward (20). This need for order ap-

plies to The Rite of Spring because the original 

spectators of the ballet were living in an Apollo-

nian state of mind. They were used to the music 

of composers such as Beethoven, which was 

structured and filled with perfectly blending 

harmonies. As a result, the awkward clashes and 

movements of The Rite of Spring came as quite a 

shock to the audience. They did not know how to 

appreciate this new style of music.

The opposite of Apollonian art is known as 

Dionysian art. Nietzsche describes how Dio-

nysian art is expressed through music and dance. 

The artist must channel all emotions into his or 

her art, unconstrained by conventional forms. 

Dionysian art expresses a deeply held communal 

desire for rejuvenation in the relations between 

man and man, as well the relations between man 

and nature. Noting the dynamism of such art, 

Nietzsche asserts that “in order to grasp this 

complete unleashing of all symbolic forces, man 

must already have reached that height of self-

abandonment which seeks to express itself sym-

bolically through those forces” (26). In order to 

fully appreciate music, one must “let loose” of all 

inhibitions and lose oneself in a collective state of 

ecstasy. Nietzsche claims that “under the spell of 

the Dionysian it is not only the bond between 

man and man which is re-established: nature in 

its estranged, hostile, or subjugated forms also 

celebrates its reconciliation with its prodigal son, 

man” (22). When a community breaks free of its 

own estrangement from the rhythms of nature 

and comes together in celebration, a special con-

nection is made that cannot otherwise be 

achieved. In The Rite of Spring, Stravinsky stages 

both a liberation from inhibitions and a develop-

ment of communal solidarity through his use of 

chaotic chords to match the chaotic ritual of a vir-

gin dancing herself to death for the good of all.

Though Apollonian and Dionysian art may be 

regarded as complete opposites, no work of art 

can purely be one or the other. Nietzsche calls the 

complete fusion of these two forces a “tragedy,” 

which “is witness to the strength of that dual ar-

tistic drive of nature” (Nietzsche 19, 39). Tragedy 

expresses an innate artistic desire for humans to 

incorporate both Apollonian and Dionysian as-

pects into their work and lives. Take the example 

of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. Romeo and Ju-

liet are two young people wholly in love, yet kept 

apart by their families. The feuding families have 

strived for years to remain separated, and have 

thus maintained an Apollonian sense of order in 

their social arrangements. However, when the 

uncontrollable passion that Romeo and Juliet have 

for one another forces them together, their union 

expresses a Dionysian sense of community and 

release of inhibition. The chaos that ensues, in-

cluding the self-sacrifice of both lovers, exempli-

fies Nietzsche’s tragedy. But from this chaos rises 

what is generally considered to be one of the 

greatest love stories of all time. This example 

demonstrates the beauty that can result from the 

mixture of Dionysian and Apollonian art. Nietz-

sche believes that it is through the combination of 

Dionysian and Apollonian that true art is formed: 

“the genuine song is the imprint of the mixed and 

divided feelings of this emotional state” (37), with 

the emotional state being the blending of abstract 

ideas (Dionysian) and rational order (Apollonian). 

To translate a Dionysian emotion, you must be 

able to express it in an Apollonian manner.

Theodor Adorno’s idea of positivism is 

closely linked with the interpretation of Apollo-
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nian art. Positivism is the belief that if something 

cannot be proven by scientific evidence then it 

does not exist, and thus could be considered an 

Apollonian “visual” point of view. Adorno feels 

this belief became widespread as a result of “the 

decultivation of the German middle classes, 

demonstrated in the field of music but noticeable 

in every aspect of German life” (“What National 

Socialism Has Done…” 376). He also states that 

younger generations have lost their sense of fa-

milial and moral values, meaning they have lost 

sight of what is important to living a well-

balanced life, including an appreciation of the 

arts. They no longer enjoy listening to serious 

music and would rather waste time listening to 

commercialized music that is produced for the 

masses and has no fundamental values or mean-

ing. Adorno believes that “musical knowledge 

and understanding has become the privilege of 

experts and professionals” (“What National So-

cialism Has Done…” 376). As the arts have de-

veloped into a meaningless form of entertain-

ment, the German people’s focus has drifted to 

the sciences in search universal Truth, and “the 

relationship between art and truth has been pro-

foundly affected” (“What National Socialism Has 

Done…” 377).

This exclusive trust in science has resulted in 

the disregarding of beauty and validity in artistic 

expression. Stravinsky tries to bring this beauty 

to light in The Rite of Spring by expressing the im-

portance of spirituality and passion in society. In 

the ballet, the pagan clan worships Mother Na-

ture. This emotional bond between earth and 

human cannot be proven by scientific methods 

(though positivism might suggest otherwise), but 

the ties are there nonetheless. This visceral con-

nection is evident in the BBC documentary Riot at 

the Rite, which documents the steps of the ballet’s 

creation from production to premiere. In the bal-

let itself, the clan’s jerky movements are not al-

ways synchronized, which indicates that they 

truly celebrate and worship the Earth in all its 

chaotic vitality. For example, members of the clan 

gather in circles at the beginning of the ballet. 

They jump to the beat, but each member dances 

slightly differently, and they do not always jump 

at the same time. The individuality of their mo-

tions suggests that the dance holds a different 

meaning to each of them. The awkward positions 

of their hands and feet only add to the emotional 

impact of the dance. If they danced in the con-

nected and visually appealing—or Apolloni-

an—way that normal ballet dancers do, then the 

dance would lose its raw purity. There is beauty 

in the individual freedom of their movements, 

their communal desire to worship Mother Nature, 

and their faith that She will provide for them. Be-

lieving solely by faith is the basis of all spiritual-

ity, and it is important for us as a society to realize 

the significance of holding convictions without 

scientific proof.

Although this may seem like a simple enough 

idea, Nietzsche explains the complexities of con-

victions rooted in Dionysian emotion. He claims 

that it is nearly impossible for a musician to prop-

erly transcribe his true feelings into a piece of 

music. He thinks the transition from an abstract 

Dionysian state of mind to a rational Apollonian 

state of being is a difficult—and often pain-

ful—process. Jacques Riviere, a 1913 supporter of 

The Rite of Spring, further explains this dilemma: 

“A musician always has several things to say at 

the same time, and because he wants to say them 

all in their proper place, in their very dispersion, 

his work ceases to be a solid, a compact center 

sending its rays round about” (128). Riviere be-

lieves that Stravinsky’s music is so hectic because 

there are so many concepts swimming inside of 

his head, and that he struggled to express his 

emotions “in their proper place” through music. 

The instruments represent these different con-

cepts and emotions competing to be heard and 

are constant flurries of change in communication. 

This fluidity of motion is why the music cannot 

retain “a solid, compact center.” By ceasing to 

exist as a clear, Apollonian structure, the music 
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seems to take on a Dionysian form through its 

new freedom of expression. 

Riviere immediately goes on to compare such 

a musician to “a general who presses the enemy 

hard at its three or four strongest points at the 

same time… he attacks the subject at all its essen-

tial points” (Riviere 128). This military metaphor 

aptly captures the intensity of music. By attacking 

with “three or four [strong] points at the same 

time,” a musician is able to clearly separate his 

feelings into different parts of his music. Yet 

while this military metaphor accurately describes 

Stravinsky’s ballet, Adorno would absolutely de-

spise such a comparison. The idea of an army 

general going into battle is comparable to the col-

lective violence demonstrated in the sacrifice of 

the virgin. He claims that The Rite of Spring shows 

“an antihuman sacrifice to the collective: a sacri-

fice without tragedy, offered up not to the dawn-

ing image of man but rather to the blind confir-

mation of a situation that the victim affirms either 

through self-mockery or self-annihilation” (Phi-

losophy of New Music 111). Adorno believes that 

this communal sacrifice has numbed the clan to 

violence, which goes hand in hand with his fear 

of a fascist society.

Adorno might criticize Riviere’s concept of 

constant flurries of change in communication in 

that such a method of musical expression only 

results in a fragmented, choppy product with no 

continuous pattern. He complains of Stravinsky’s 

music: “problems of form, in the sense of a 

forward-moving whole, no longer occur at all” 

(Philosophy of New Music 115). Charging Stravin-

sky with a failed attempt at a developing idea 

betrays an anti-Dionysian sense of his music. 

Adorno further claims that by “attacking the sub-

ject” and “articulating” the different parts of the 

piece through specific instruments, Stravinsky 

imparts to the music a definite tone and little else. 

Stravinsky himself described his choice of in-

struments in tonal terms: “I have brought forward 

the wind instruments which have a drier tone, 

which are more precise” (Stravinsky 525). This 

matter-of-fact representation of music goes right 

along with Adorno’s idea of positivism. Such a 

fragmented and choppy piece of music, thought 
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Adorno, cannot successfully explore the universal 

Truths commonly expressed in art. 

Although Stravinsky’s music may seem to 

hold no specific pattern, I believe that it fully ex-

presses what he wishes it to say through its fluid, 

if discordant, communication, thus representing 

Nietzsche’s fusion of Dionysian and Apollonian 

art. It represents the confusion inside of Stravin-

sky’s head and his painful attempt to turn his 

ideas into music. When he succeeds in transfer-

ring his abstract ideas into something concrete, he 

gives his music that mixed feeling of both art 

forms. 

Nietzsche believes that when art is a mixture 

of both Dionysian and Apollonian, then the 

meaning of everything becomes more subjective 

and blurry. This merely adds to the “pain” of art, 

as manifest in Stravinsky’s attempt at visualizing 

music. In order to better describe this pain in the 

fusion of Dionysian and Apollonian art, let us 

again use the example of Romeo and Juliet. Every-

thing the young couple did was out of love and 

raw emotion, even up to their deaths. They were 

not thinking about the good or harm that might 

come out of their actions. Romeo and Juliet were 

only thinking about each other and each mo-

ment’s emotions. Their all-consuming love for 

one another led them to give up everything they 

knew to be together. The couple’s overwhelming 

despair at losing each other drove them to drastic 

measures. This beautiful expression of love and 

sacrifice has a Dionysian ring to it. Nevertheless, 

it is easy to see the story through an Apollonian 

point of view. Two teenagers who kill themselves 

in the heat of passion do not make for very good 

role models and is not an appropriate message to 

broadcast to the young. As Romeo and Juliet 

tragically demonstrate, the paradoxical blend of 

Dionysian and Apollonian elements reaches to 

the painful complexity of the human predica-

ment. 

This paradox of tragedy clearly emerges in 

the “Dance of Consecration”—or the dancer’s 

solo—in The Rite of Spring (Stravinsky 525). Ac-

cording to Nietzsche, humankind’s communal 

nature is represented through Dionysian art. We 

are willing to sacrifice our individuality for the 

greater good, with everyone working together 

towards a common goal. The ballet itself focuses 

on the communal desire to sacrifice a virgin to the 

earth. Yet Adorno claims that Stravinsky conveys 

the “Dance of Consecration” in such a straight-

forward and impersonal manner that the sacrifice 

ceases to be about human emotion. In Philosophy 

of New Music, Adorno criticizes the solo dancer in 

The Rite of Spring and believes that, upon closer 

inspection, the “individual” in the ballet is not as 

distinct as one might think. He claims that the 

audience cannot relate to her as an individual and 

that her dance does nothing to reveal her inner 

struggle with the sacrifice she is making. It fo-

cuses purely on the whole, with no insight to her 

development as a character. He believes that 

“nothing of her as an individual is reflected ex-

cept the unconscious and accidental reflex of 

pain” (Philosophy of New Music 119). The audience 

feels forced to agree with the community’s deci-

sion to sacrifice the girl because the plot focuses 

so much on the collective. This ties in with 

Adorno’s fears of the dangers of collective vio-

lence: “. . . if the viewer does not simply enjoy the 

liquidation of the young girl, he empathizes with 

the collective and . . . thereby imagines participat-

ing in the collective force in magical regression” 

(Philosophy of New Music 119). In other words, the 

audience supports the clan’s decision to sacrifice 

the virgin because they see the higher cause, thus 

numbing them to the horrific violence taking 

place onstage.

But Adorno’s interpretation focuses on the 

audience and overlooks the personal reaction of 

the solo dancer. In the BBC documentary Riot at 

the Rite, the soloist’s dance is portrayed as that of 

a scared teenager who knows what she must do 

yet tries to resist it. In this scene, you can see how 

she tries to escape the circle multiple times, but 

she is always forced back into it. She pleads to her 

surrounding clan members to help her out of this 
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hopeless situation. Both dance and music become 

increasingly frantic and desperate as they ap-

proach the dramatic end. The dancer’s move-

ments become sloppier as she exhaustively con-

tinues the “Dance of Consecration.” The music 

continues to build upon itself by adding more 

drums about halfway through the scene. This 

adds a foreboding sense of finality to the per-

formance. The soloist collapses to the ground 

several times out of fatigue, but she displays de-

termination by getting up and continuing to 

dance. These characteristics exemplify Nietz-

sche’s paradox of tragedy in the battle between 

community and individuality. While the dancer 

knows that she must sacrifice herself to the com-

munity, she as an individual wants to fight and 

be free of the communal bond.

The Rite of Spring is widely considered to be a 

Dionysian piece because it is filled with such dis-

sonance. However, when examined at its compo-

sitional level, we realize that it is a mere facade of 

true Dionysian art. Adorno’s description of its 

direct form of expression makes it objective and 

seemingly Apollonian. Yet The Rite of Spring is not 

true Apollonian art, either. Rather, it is a perfect 

example of Nietzsche’s definition of tragedy. The 

moral battles between religion and self-

annihilation that surround the sacrifice of the bal-

let are Dionysian, while the musical composition 

and visual presentation of the ballet are Apollo-

nian.

In Adorno’s opinion, we need more Dio-

nysian music to break the chain of positivism in 

society. He explains that the avant-garde, Dio-

nysian artists, originally had a negative reputa-

tion in that they strayed too far from conven-

tional music. Adorno asserts that it was in fact the 

avant-garde who “kept faith to Beethoven’s hu-

manism by expressing in an undiluted way the 

sufferings, the anguish, the fear, under which we 

live today... . It has thus maintained the link be-

tween music and philosophical truth” (“What 

National Socialism Has Done…” 380). By express-

ing raw emotion, Dionysian music frees the audi-

ence from the straightforward, orderly style of 

living that Fascism imposed. Adorno believes that 

it is this music that “regains its real dignity by 

purifying it from all the remnants of romanticism 

which today are nothing but empty pretenses,” so 

that by cutting through all the clutter of conven-

tional art, the artist is able to get to the heart of the 

matter (“What National Socialism Has Done…” 

380). Although The Rite of Spring no longer fits in 

this category of true Dionysian art, I still feel that 

the ballet is a perfect illustration of the kind of 

tragic art we need to challenge our current state of 

positivism. Nietzsche’s concept of tragedy—the 

complicated blending of Dionysian and Apollo-

nian art—shows that Apollonian art does not 

have to be positivistic. The Rite of Spring’s focus on 

spirituality and common roots reminds us that we 

are all human. We all come from the same place. 

And within each of us, the Dionysian and the 

Apollonian are not mutually exclusive. This kind 

of knowledge could undo the damage created by 

positivism and demolish the misconception that 

art must be separated into two forms, or that peo-

ple must be separated into two camps.
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he sky darkens. A human floats beneath 

the stars. Moonlight reflects off a face 

clenched in concentration; eyes open to 

see water waves crash. Suspended in a cloud, the 

human stretches fingers through fog to see forms. 

Illumination falls upon sea, sand, shore. Eyes 

close, and darkness consumes the scene. The face 

emerges under fluorescent lighting in a Caltech 

office. 

Human quickly writes, “Is the wind a slosh-

ing of the air analogous to the sloshing motion of 

the water in the sea? What common features do 

different movements have? What is common to 

different kinds of sound? How many different 

colors are there?” (Feynman, Leighton, and Sands 

2-1). As Richard Feynman writes, his questions, 

his descriptions of physical phenomena, and his 

stories of the scientific process form what later 

become The Feynman Lectures on Physics, an ambi-

tious three-volume textbook of essential under-

graduate physics. From the beginning, Feynman 

and his co-editors establishes their intention to 

make the lectures accessible: “Even so, the laws 

are so hard to grasp that it is unfair to you to start 

exploring this tremendous subject without some 

kind of map or outline of the relationship of one 

part of the subject of science to another” (1-1). 

They allots the first three lectures to an introduc-

T
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tion to scientific thinking, including the thrill of 

scientific enquiry and the human perspective it 

offers. Even when the lectures address denser 

topics, Feynman’s excitement and commitment to 

clarity remain evident. Through his published 

lectures, books, interviews, and semi-

autobiographical texts, Feynman―nicknamed 

“the great explainer” ―popularized the field of 

physics. Beyond his contributions to physics ex-

pressed through academic science writing, 

Feynman wrote science-centered works that 

could be read by anyone, works that convey the 

beauty and value of science and a scientific per-

spective. Popular science writers, like writers of 

literature, use this successful rhetorical strategy 

of ascribing “beauty” to phenomena in order 

evoke a particular positive response in the reader. 

Going against an epistemological vein of science, 

popular science writers make the discoveries of 

scientists available to non-specialists by empha-

sizing what academic scientific papers necessar-

ily exclude: the human stories and emotions of 

the scientists behind the discoveries.

Feynman’s success at connecting science with 

beauty and human experience problematizes a 

Photograph of Richard Feynman



common view within academia―namely, that 

science and the humanities are fundamentally 

irreconcilable. In Feynman’s popular science 

works, the aesthetic meets the empirical, as scien-

tific knowledge is transmitted through a medium 

of story. Accepting tenets of both literary works 

and academic science writing, popular science 

writing, through its very existence, challenges the 

dichotomy of scientific versus literary cultures. 

Popular science writers like Richard Feynman, 

Carl Sagan, Stephen Jay Gould, Natalie Angier, 

and Neil DeGrasse Tyson―scientists who have 

authored books of creative scientific nonfiction 

for a lay audience―must face conflicting episte-

mologies in science and the humanities, paying 

careful attention to the translation from scientific 

material to expressive forms. Popular science 

writers represent a precedent of literary-scientific 

work that challenges the two cultures’ dichotomy 

in Western thought. 

Academia’s fracture into a limiting cultural 

dichotomy has been an ongoing contemporary 

meta-discourse since 1959, when physicist and 

novelist C.P. Snow lamented an observed division 

between scientific and literary cultures as a part 

of his famous Rede lecture, published in 1962 as 

The Two Cultures. His lecture sparked debate 

among academics. Are the sciences and the hu-

manities irreconcilable? If not, should they be 

yoked? There were a variety of responses, but it 

became most popular to deny the separation of 

scientific and literary cultures (Locke 1). Those 

who claimed that the fields should remain sepa-

rate―separation supporters ―argued that cul-

tural relativism, a view commonplace in the hu-

manities, conflicted with the factual nature of sci-

ence. Separation deniers retorted that conflicts 

such as these dissolve upon consideration of sci-

ence as a cultural phenomenon. Murdo McRae 

writes in The Literature of Science, that “science is a 

relative matter, in the sense that science must be 

related to the ideologies, values, habits of thought, and 

linguistic and rhetorical practices that shape our cul-

ture…” (1, emphasis in original). By considering 

science a cultural phenomenon, separation den-

iers argued that science and the humanities had 

too much in common to be “separate cultures.” 

However, the explanation of science as a cultural 

phenomenon lacks rigor; it neglects the epistemo-

logical basis of science as objective observation of 

physical phenomena, where the phenomena 

themselves are independent of societal values. 

These characterizations reveal a problem with 

Snow’s terminology: the existence of scientific 

culture in academia does not necessarily mean 

that science is an essentially cultural phenome-

non. While parts of Snow’s lecture, particularly 

his political statements, are today outdated, his 

discussion of opposing academic cultures has per-

sisted and remains heated. David Locke, author of 

Science and Writing, contends, “That the denial still 

seems necessary is because the thesis still appears 

to most of us so patently, so obviously, true” (1). 

At their foundations, the methods of science and 

the humanities clash. Epistemological conflicts 

cause the separation of cultures lamented by C.P. 

Snow, yet while these conflicts currently have no 

solution, popular science writers continue to gen-

erate informative, expressive writing that does not 

fit neatly into the category of either culture. 

Richard Feynman provides a description of 

science’s epistemology in his Lectures on Physics, 

saying, “The principle of science, the definition, 

almost, is the following: The test of all knowledge is 

experiment. Experiment is the sole judge of scientific 

‘truth’” (1-1). While imagination is required to 

design experiments, and methods of experimenta-

tion change over time, physical tests form the ba-

sis of scientific knowledge. This type of episte-

mology, in which knowledge comes from experi-

ment, we call empiricism. Initial experimentation 

gives a scientist hints about possible general rules,  

“[b]ut also needed is imagination to create from 

these hints the great generalizations… and then to 

experiment to check again whether we have made 

the right guess” (Feynman, Leighton, and Sands 

1-1). These “great generalizations,” which arise 

from a combination of scientific observation and 
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imagination, we call theories. Theories, or models 

that explain physical phenomena and make pre-

dictions, change over time and often displace or 

are replaced by better theories. For example, sci-

entists abandoned the “Flat Earth” theory in fa-

vor of the “Globe” theory because Globe theory 

makes better predictions about lunar shadows, 

navigation, and astronomy. Some nonscientists 

may imagine that Earth is flat, but the consensus 

of the scientific community favors Globe theory, 

whose predictions still hold. This way of under-

standing scientific knowledge, which Karl Popper 

established and called falsifiability, requires theo-

ries to make predictions that can be invalidated, 

so that when predictions hold, the theory be-

comes better established. 

However, it is essential to realize that scien-

tific theories are not a form of absolute truth. The 

epistemological problem of “proving a theory” 

lies within the fact that theories make predictions 

about the future based on observations in the 

past. David Hume’s problem of induction states 

that we have no strong reason to believe the fu-

ture will be like the past except the circular logic 

that in the past, the future has always been like 

the past. It follows that a theory must always con-

tinue to accurately make predictions but can 

never be proven correct. The longer a theory has 

accurately made predictions, and the more pre-

dictions it makes, the more confident we are that 

it represents reality. But we always have some 

uncertainty. The uncertainty of a theory, observa-

tion, or assertion is of great epistemological im-

portance in science. As Feynman said, “I have 

approximate answers and possible beliefs and 

different degrees of certainty about different 

things, but I’m not absolutely sure of anything” 

(“The Pleasure of Finding Things Out”). 

In contrast, literature aims to evoke reactions 

and describe experiences through art rather than 

inquiry. A passage from René Wellek and Austin 

Warren’s Theory of Literature explains that “liter-

ary language is far from merely referential. It has 

its expressive side; it conveys the tone and atti-

tude of the speaker or writer. And it does not 

merely state and express what it says; it also 

wants to influence the attitude of the reader, per-

suade him, and ultimately change him” (qtd. in 

Locke 3). This general definition of literature 

sharply contrasts with academic science writing. 

Where literature uses rhetorical and expressive 

language to describe experience, academic science 

writing wishes to minimize the effects of lan-

guage in and of itself. French semiotician Roland 

Barthes explains, “As far as science is concerned 

language is simply an instrument, which it profits 

to make as transparent and neutral as possible” 

(qtd. in Locke 5). Scientific findings in written 

form must be represented in unambiguous terms 

with mathematical foundations because expres-

sive language can obscure the content of scientific 

findings. It is for this very reason that science and 

the humanities so commonly divide, since aca-

demic discourse traditionally occurs through the 

medium of written work. In conveying scientific 

information with greater ambiguity to a broader 

audience, popular science writers engage their 

readers not just in scientific material but also in 

the stories of scientists, evoking an emotional re-

sponse to the beauty of a scientific perspective, 

persuading the reader to desire a scientific under-

standing of the world. But popular science writers 

must also employ discretion to remain accurate 

when writing about scientific material.

In fact, translation of scientific concepts to 

popular scientific form can be a major cause for 

concern among popular science writers. Sociolo-

gist Richard Whitey asserts that “the transforma-

tion of knowledge produced by one community 

into the language and concepts of another is very 

difficult, if not impossible, without seriously 

changing the nature of that knowledge” (qtd. in 

McRae 39). While Feynman and others succeed in 

accurately conveying scientific material, less suc-

cessful popular science writers turn scientific ma-

terial into a more expressive form but remove 

crucial information about a statement’s uncer-

tainty. This argument forms the thesis of Jeanne 
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Fahnestock’s “Accommodating Science: The Rhe-

torical Life of Scientific Facts,” which argues that 

loss of uncertainty accompanies the translation of 

scientific material to popular scientific form (21). 

This translation she calls “genre shift.” Including 

in her selections both media representations and 

more traditional popular science examples, Fah-

nestock illustrates the potential problems of 

popular science writing, showing how small al-

terations can change the meaning of a scientific 

text by removing markers of uncertainty. In one 

example, Fahnestock provides an excerpt from an 

original piece of academic science writing (7a) 

and follows with a media representative form 

(7d):

7a. We favor the hypothesis that sex dif-

ferences in achievement and attitude toward 

mathematics result from superior male 

mathematical ability, which may in turn be 

related to greater male mathematical ability 

in spatial tasks. This male superiority is 

probably an expression of a combination of 

both endogenous and exogenous variables. 

We recognize, however, that our data are con-

sistent with numerous alternative hypothe-

ses. Nonetheless, the hypothesis of differen-

tial course-taking was not supported… (Ben-

bow and Stanley 1980, 1264) 

7d. Two psychologists said yesterday that 

boys are better than girls in mathematical 

reasoning, and they urged educators to ac-

cept the possibility that something more than 

social factors could be responsible. (“Are 

Boys Better at Math?” 1980, 107) (Fahnestock 

28, citations in original)

Observe the loss of certainty from the scientific 

article to the popular form: 7d, claiming to repre-

sent 7a, asserts that “boys are better than girls in 

mathematical reasoning,” a declaration of almost 

absolute certainty. But in 7a, psychologists use the 

expression “we favor,” which suggests a more 

personal, localized opinion. Also note in the 

original the words “may” and “probably.” The 

original source explicitly describes their data as a 

fit with other hypotheses; hence, their results do 

not necessarily lead to their conclusion. It is evi-

dent that the original authors’ language contains 

indicators to represent uncertainty, indicators that 

get lost in translation in an effort to appeal to a 

non-specialist audience. Genre shift removed the 

markers of uncertainty, misrepresenting the origi-

nal scientific material. Rhetorical alterations like 

these mislead the reader into assuming impor-

tance, uniqueness, and certainty where they were 

not originally intended. These costs of translation 

represent just some of the difficulties in reconcil-

ing the conflicts between scientific and literary 

writing. Conflicts in writing―the medium of aca-

demic knowledge―support the idea that literary 

and scientific cultures are distinctly separate and 

should remain separate. Yet, in spite of these con-

flicts, popular science writers do achieve a suc-

cessful combination of scientific and literary writ-

ing; at their best, they present scientific material 

beautifully and metaphorically to spark an emo-

tional response, but accurately enough to evoke in 

their reader the inclination for further research 

and an appreciation of scientific literacy. 

Scientists who do recognize the importance of 

accuracy when writing popular science books 

craft close-fitting analogies and weigh the most 

indispensable parts of their chosen concept in 

order to know what to teach. In doing so, they 

provide relatively accurate representations of ma-
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terial within their fields. Their rhetorically influ-

enced writing optimizes preservation of the 

original scientific meaning compared to general 

media representative forms. Scientific papers in 

peer-reviewed academic journals will remain the 

most accurate form of current research, but popu-

lar science writers acknowledge that a general 

audience may not have the resources, under-

standing, or inclination to consult such forms. 

They also acknowledge that “everything we 

know is only some kind of approximation, be-

cause we know that we do not know all the laws as 

yet. Therefore, things must be learned only to be 

relearned again or, more likely, to be corrected” 

(Feynman, Leighton, and Sands 1-1). Close-fitting 

analogies paired with discussions of skepticism 

and uncertainty help the lay reader understand 

that conceptualizations are never exact, but can 

be more exact than other conceptualizations. This 

principle is, in fact, one of the cornerstones of sci-

entific enquiry. When popular science writers 

engage readers in thought about uncertainty 

while maintaining rhetorical integrity and at-

tempting to maintain accuracy, they challenge the 

two-culture dichotomy. Operating neither as aca-

demic science writers nor as writers of purely 

rhetorical or persuasion-driven work, popular 

science writers reject a position in either culture 

and instead create works of both social and in-

formative value.

One literary method popular science writers 

adopt is to describe the scientific perspective as 

beautiful. Appreciation of beauty sways the lay 

audience to take pleasure in learning science and 

thus gain the understanding and inclination nec-

essary to pursue science on their own. Often, this 

method succeeds, especially with young readers. 

Feynman first captured my interest in this way. 

Fourteen years old, I wandered through a library 

in my Oklahoma town and stumbled upon a 

book called Feynman’s Rainbow. The passage on 

the back cover begins:

“Feynman was gazing at a rainbow…” 

Author and fellow physicist Leonard 

Mlodinow approached Feynman and asked 

“Do you know who first explained the true 

origin of the rainbow?” 

“It was Descartes,” Feynman replied. He 

gazed at the sky. “And what do you think 

was the salient feature of the rainbow that 

inspired Descartes’ mathematical analysis?” 

Mlodinow didn’t know. Feynman an-

swered, “I would say his inspiration was that 

he thought rainbows were beautiful...” 

(Mlodinow, back cover). 

Popular science writers elect to write about these 

perspectives, exposing broad audiences to bio-

graphical information. Inclusion of biographical 

or autobiographical information in popular sci-

ence writing carries with it a literary mark: the 

story transcends any individual person’s perspec-

tive, illuminating an insight about human experi-

ence―in this case, the pleasure attained in under-

standing a complex world. 

One of Feynman’s friends, an artist, once said 

that a scientist could not appreciate the beauty of 

a flower in the same way as an artist does. In 

“What Do You Care What Other People Think?”, 

Feynman responded: 

First of all, the beauty that he sees is available 

to other people―and to me, too, I believe… 

But at the same time, I see much more in the 

flower than he sees. I can imagine the cells 

inside, which also have a beauty. There’s 

beauty not just at the dimension of one cen-

timeter; there’s also beauty at a smaller di-

mension… There are all kinds of interesting 

questions that come from a knowledge of sci-

ence, which only adds to the excitement and 

mystery and awe of a flower. It only adds. I 

don’t understand how it subtracts. (“The 

Making of a Scientist” 13)

Through these remarks, Feynman conveys an ap-

preciation of beauty that accompanies scientific 

discovery. People not yet exposed to the exciting 

aspects of science mistakenly perceive it as tedi-

ous and uninteresting, so Feynman wrote that a 
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scientific understanding of the world exposes 

new levels at which beauty in nature can be ap-

preciated. These literary touches in popular scien-

tific writing create an air of literary culture in a 

genre of writing meant to convey scientific in-

formation and to exist within the scientific cul-

ture’s realm. By integrating analogies, informa-

tion, discussion of uncertainty, representations of 

beauty, and a generally inviting tone into a single 

class of writing, popular science writers blur the 

dichotomy of scientific and literary cultures de-

spite evident epistemological conflicts. Their 

work has the potential to give insight into the 

foundational problems of academic tradition and 

to provide a precedent for future work in inter-

disciplinary and cross-cultural academic writing. 

In working towards a seemingly simple goal―to 

write about science to a broad audience―popular 

scientific writers, whether consciously or uncon-

sciously, break free of a long-standing conflict in 

the culture of academia as a whole. Their words 

inform, but they also illuminate in the imagina-

tion a possibility of what awaits in future study, a 

possibility that excites the human desire to live 

and learn and thrive and be amazed. Feynman 

imagines a flower, but he sees more than a shape. 

He imagines a beach, but he sees more than 

grains of sand. He floats in the air under the 

moon and asks about the sloshing of the air, 

wondering, with a pen in hand: why?
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ho comes to mind when listing Jane 

Austen’s great heroes? Fitzwilliam 

Darcy, certainly, and maybe George 

Knightley or Colonel Brandon. How about Henry 

Tilney? Why has he not been remembered in lit-

erature as a romantic hero, as so many of Austen’s 

characters have been? In her first novel, Nort-

hanger Abbey, written in 1798-1799, Austen ex-

plores the roles and pitfalls of patriarchy in re-

gency England; Henry, the male protagonist of the 

book, is a prime example of the many sides of pa-

triarchy, both good and bad. Sandra M. Gilbert 

and Susan Gubar, feminist literary critics, recog-

nize Austen’s focus on the patriarchy and pro-

claim Henry a villain in the novel―manipulative, 

dishonest, and contradictory. But Austen does not 

pen a villain in Henry; rather, she uses Tilney to 

discuss male paternalism in her society, specifi-

cally in relation to the women it maintained 

power over. Gilbert and Gubar, writing in 1979, 

ultimately mistake Austen’s surprisingly progres-

sive hero for a character written only to criticize 

and tear down the English patriarchy. Austen’s 

carefully and cleverly chosen dialogue and plot in 

Northanger Abbey indirectly explore the idea of a 

benevolent patriarch―a figure who educates and 

guides, but who does not abuse. At the turn of the 

19th century, this progressive paternalism consti-

tutes a revolutionary kind of heroism.

W
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Gilbert and Gubar state early in “Shut Up in 

Prose,” their essay analyzing Northanger Abbey, 

that the novel “finally expresses an indictment of 

patriarchy that could hardly be considered 

proper or even permissible in Austen’s day” 

(278). Patriarchy in Regency England was cer-

tainly a contentious and important issue. As Al-

len G. Johnson writes in his book Privilege, Power, 

and Difference (2006), systems organized around 

privilege “are dominated by privilege groups, iden-

tified with privilege groups, and centered on privi-

lege groups” (90) (original emphasis). The privi-

lege group in England, wealthy white males, was 

reinforced from all sides by primogeniture, the 

church, and educational institutions. As the En-

lightenment took hold, however, thinkers like 

John Locke proclaimed the natural rights of every 

Illustrated scene from Chapter 22 of Northanger Abbey. 
This illustration by H. M. Brock appeared in a 1904 edition 
of the novel.



man, calling basic truths of hierarchical society 

into question. Was monarchy just? Who has the 

right to rule, and how do they come upon that 

right? Inevitably, discussion of patriarchy and 

women sprang up in this atmosphere. Austen did 

have a preoccupation with male domination and 

centrality in her society, and Northanger Abbey 

certainly reflects that interest. As in her later nov-

els with the complicated and proud Mr. Darcy, 

the kind and magnanimous Colonel Brandon, 

and the reclusive and resigned Mr. Bennet, Aus-

ten creates male characters in Northanger who 

complicate the patriarchal roles of men in her 

time. Chief among these characters is Henry, a 

young man with whom Catherine, the protago-

nist, quickly becomes enamored. Henry is com-

plex: he speaks in riddles and jokes, he has a 

skeptical awareness of his culture that many 

other characters lack, and he takes a kind of care-

ful pleasure in guiding Catherine through his 

society. Gilbert and Gubar criticize Henry’s ma-

nipulation and power over Catherine throughout 

the story. But can Austen’s discussion of the pa-

triarchy, especially through Henry, be categorized 

as an “indictment”?

Henry, at first introduction, is absolutely 

charming. He is the first friendly face Catherine 

meets in Bath, and his conversation and cheery 

vigor are in sharp contrast to the rest of the 

dreary, unfamiliar company. At their meeting and 

dance, Henry realizes his fault in not inquiring 

after proper subjects, and “affectedly softening 

his voice, he [adds] with a simpering air, ‘Have 

you long been in Bath, madam?’” (13). Henry is 

making light of the pretentious and false cultural 

conventions of the day. Later in this scene, Henry 

is easily able to charm Mrs. Allen and identify the 

subject that most pleases her: fashion. Henry is 

the perfect gentleman, while remaining unique 

and clever. He manages both to mock Mrs. Allen 

for her silliness and to please her with talk at the 

same time. Henry is aware of the society around 

him and expresses here, and throughout the 

book, a certain discontentedness with it. Rather 

than participate in the vanity and falsity expected 

during that time, Henry makes light of the antics 

happening all around him. Still, Henry is a male 

in a society dominated by males. Although Gilbert 

and Gubar interpret his casual nature and joking 

as manipulation, in his introduction, we see him 

simply as a self-aware patriarch. He becomes a 

guide and a friend, watching out for Catherine as 

she adapts to society. According to the androcen-

tric system of the time, though, he is also her so-

cial superior. His is a tricky balance.

The theme of literature and education is es-

sential in Northanger Abbey and adds much depth 

to Henry’s role. Henry quickly becomes a teacher 

for the naïve Catherine. During a casual walk, 

which becomes a pivotal thematic scene in the 

novel, Henry defends both novels and history to 

Catherine, claiming that novels are highly enjoy-

able, even to a man such as himself, and that his-

tory writers “are perfectly well qualified to tor-

ment readers of the most advanced reason and 

mature time of life” (99). Education and upbring-

ing were a means of social dominance in Austen’s 

time, allowing men to determine the culture’s 

identity. Austen purposefully associates the 

women in her story with the gothic novel and la-

dies’ journals, while the men read history and the 

newspaper. Later in the walk, Eleanor and Henry 

survey the countryside with artists’ eyes, and 

Catherine can do nothing but listen and walk 

along. Henry notices and starts teaching her, and 

he is eventually “delighted with her progress” 

(101). Here Henry most clearly teaches Catherine 

about both knowledge and, indirectly, behavior in 

society.

A woman in her Catherine’s was expected to 

be quiet, graceful, and ignorant. “Wit,” writes Dr. 

John Gregory to his daughters in 1774, “is the 

most dangerous talent you can possess.” He later 

goes on to urge his daughters to keep any good 

learning “a profound secret, especially from the 

men, who generally look with a jealous and ma-

lignant eye on a woman of great parts, and a cul-

tivated understanding” (Gregory 220-221). Patri-

archal society expected women to keep their 

knowledge, wit, humor, and even personalities 
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hidden. Education meant power, and the ultimate 

educators of England, the men, held that power. 

Women’s lack of education led them to novels as 

a form of further education, earning novels a 

reputation as silly and insignificant. As Gilbert 

and Gubar point out, Catherine herself is 

ashamed of her love for novels, and she com-

ments to Henry that novels “are not clever 

enough” for him and “gentlemen read better 

books” (95). Gilbert and Gubar argue that Austen 

substantiates “her feeling that prejudice against 

the novel is widespread” in this scene, and 

“shows how even an addicted reader of romances 

(who has been forced, like so many girls, to sub-

stitute novel reading for formal education) needs 

to express disdain for the genre” (281). Catherine 

is ashamed because novels reveal the weakness of 

women on several levels. The powerlessness of 

the novel in that time, therefore, can be tied to the 

powerlessness of women.

Henry, whether he realizes it fully or not, ac-

cepts this feminine weakness through his actions. 

At several junctures in the novel, Austen com-

ments that ignorance such as Catherine’s often 

wins men’s hearts. On the same walk with Cath-

erine and his sister Eleanor, Henry uses double-

speak to confuse Catherine. He finds a simple 

misunderstanding between Eleanor and Cather-

ine very entertaining; he explains Eleanor’s mis-

take and comments that “the fears of the sister 

have added to the weakness of women in gen-

eral” (102). Eleanor later commands him to ex-

plain to Catherine that he was not serious in his 

disparagement of female understandings, but he 

continues to joke. “In my opinion,” he quips, “na-

ture has given [women] so much that they never 

find it necessary to use more than half” (103). The 

reader is left to wonder to what extent he truly 

believes his exaggerations. 

When examining Henry as a teacher, though, 

we must also consider Catherine’s own synonym 

for teaching: “torment.” Catherine admits that 

Henry “might think [her] foolish to call instruc-

tion torment, but if you had been as much used 

as [her] to hear poor little children first learning 

their letters… and how tired [her] poor mother is 

at the end of it… you would allow that ‘to tor-

ment’ and ‘to instruct’ might sometimes be used 

as synonymous words” (99). Here Catherine ex-

presses herself bravely and clearly; a teacher, who 

coaxes someone to believe something or know 

something they did not at first accept, is also a 

tormenter. Henry, in a way, is subtly teaching 

Catherine how to conform to society, and thus 

tormenting her into new and artificial habits ex-

pected in that time.

In this light, Henry’s teaching becomes op-

pressive. Gilbert and Gubar take this oppression 

and interpret it as true villainy. Catherine is in-

deed more easily shaped by Henry, whom she 

likes and admires, than by the manipulative 

Thorpes of earlier in the book. Henry becomes 

even more sinister than others trying to harm 

Catherine because she trusts him completely. Gil-

bert and Gubar state firmly that the novel is about 

Catherine being made into a heroine, a sort of 

male-birthed monster. “Catherine Morland… is 

also ‘an incipient monster,’” they claim, “not very 

different from the monsters that haunt Austen’s 

contemporary, Mary Shelley” (290-291). Hen-

ry―through his stories, subtle misogyny, and fi-

nal rebuke of Catherine near the end of the nov-

el―midwifes this unnatural transformation from 

girl to monster. According to the authors, Cather-

ine “is further victimized by the process of deper-

sonalization begun in Bath when she wholeheart-

edly adopts Henry’s view and even entertains the 

belief ‘that Henry Tilney could never be wrong’” 

(288). The ultimate tragedy of the novel, in their 

opinion, is Catherine’s loss of identity in the su-

perficial and deceptive society of the time. Henry, 

they claim, plays a negative role in her ultimate 

fate. Catherine loses her last vestige of personality 

at the hands of Henry Tilney.

But painting Henry as such a cruel and vil-

lainous figure is a very narrow position. As we 

have seen, Henry is not simply a tormentor or 

captor; he is also a benevolent teacher, gentleman, 

and love interest. In Henry’s lessons and rebukes, 

Austen begins to form the complication and in-
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evitable paradox of such a character. Gilbert and 

Gubar’s argument against Henry hinges on one 

of the final events of the book: Catherine’s obses-

sion with the late Mrs. Tilney, who she believes is 

buried deep within the abbey. General Tilney, the 

epitome of a cruel patriarch, has a negative influ-

ence on his children, she knows, so she lets her 

imagination run away with her. She decides the 

General has Mrs. Tilney locked up in the abbey. 

She sneaks downstairs, expecting to be quite 

alone, to inspect the woman’s apartments. Henry 

finds her there, and rebukes her for her foolish-

ness. “Remember the country and age in which 

we live,” he urges her, “remember that we are 

English, that we are Christians” (180). Catherine 

suspects the General of terrible cruelty, murder 

perhaps, and Henry chides her as he would a 

child. He cites God, country, social pressure, and, 

importantly, education and literacy. This torment, 

in the Gilbert and Gubar essay, completes Cather-

ine’s transformation. She pushes all original 

thoughts out of her head, hoping to become the 

perfect student Henry seems to admire and want. 

Her suspicions (grounded in reality, for the Gen-

eral is corrupt and manipulative) are proved 

false, and Henry’s reproach is too much for her to 

bear. We must, though, examine this exchange 

from Henry’s point of view. Like Catherine, he is 

limited by his place in society. Catherine is a na-

ïve and defenseless woman; Henry is a powerful 

and knowledgeable man. Henry, an intelligent 

male in a patriarchal society, would not and could 

not understand the insecurity and vulnerability 

of a girl like Catherine. He could not understand 

her fear of the General, as he is not vulnerable to 

his potential cruelty. His reproach does not dis-

play villainy, but rather his realistic limitations 

and responsibility in society.

Pivotally, Henry is a patriarch, an oppressor 

by definition, yet he is self-aware, he is construc-

tive, and he is kind. He knows his role, as dis-

played during his first encounter with Catherine, 

on their walk together, and even in their final 

confrontation. Henry has power, and with that 

power, he teaches and guides. Though bound in 

his role, Henry becomes the first of Austen’s male 

characters to become a benevolent patriarch, 

and―relatively speaking―an heroic one. He 

teaches Catherine not to belittle her or torment 

her, but to educate her and give her power, or as 

much power as a woman could safely possess in 

such a society. He confronts Catherine not to hu-

miliate her, but to set her straight and guide her. 

During his chastisement, Henry calls Catherine 

“dearest” (180). The next day, he pays the “awak-

ened” Catherine “rather more attention than 

usual” (181). The reader and Catherine feel this 

contradiction, this illogicality. Exercising his role 

as a patriarch, Henry does not become unattached 

or cruel, but emerges more invested in Catherine 

and more caring.

In Henry, Austen does not proclaim revolu-

tion against men with a strong “indictment” of 

patriarchy. She does not attempt to start a femi-

nist revolution and tear down the institutions of 

her day. She does, however, portray kindness, 

self-awareness, and cleverness as the qualities of a 

hero. Henry is a man who enjoys his place in so-

ciety without abusing it, and, while doing so, ele-

vates Catherine rather than harms her. He does 

make mistakes, as Gilbert and Gubar point 

out―he torments almost as often as he gently 

teaches, and he mistakes Catherine’s cry for help 

as a foolish fantasy. Henry does nothing to dimin-

ish his position in society and does nothing to 

expand his privilege to include the women 

around him. Most significantly, though, he recog-

nizes his mistakes. He appears at Catherine’s 

house after she has been thrown out by his father, 

and acknowledges “that after what had passed he 

had little right to expect a welcome in Fullerton” 

(221). Henry gives his explanations and his 

apologies, and the two become engaged.

To Gilbert and Gubar, the ending is abrupt 

and tragic. Catherine is trapped with Henry, and 

nothing improves. Northanger Abbey, though, is 

the first of many excellent novels by Austen, and 

each takes a step forward. She begins with Henry, 
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proud, kind, and mostly traditional, in 1798. As 

we have discussed, Henry defies his own father 

and culture, even in simply caring for Catherine 

and apologizing to her. Sense and Sensibility, con-

ceived of around the same time though published 

later, also features a rather unforgiving and realis-

tic look at male suitors. Like Henry, Colonel 

Brandon and Edward have sweetness about 

them; they are respectful, kind and magnani-

mous. Still, the romance of the books is slightly 

hollow due to the overbearing patriarchy loom-

ing in the background. The women of the book, 

such strong and complicated characters, get 

traded and tossed around like items. 

Pride and Prejudice was published next; Aus-

ten wrote it very early but revised it heavily be-

fore its publication. Mr. Darcy, the most famous of 

Austen’s heroes, fervently seeks an equal, some-

one to challenge him in life. And even in this fa-

mous romance, there are twinges of the patriar-

chy that Austen never forgets. Darcy struggles 

with Elizabeth’s lack of connection, and Elizabeth 

likes Darcy a good bit more after seeing his fine 

house and surveying all she could gain from such 

a match. Later in her life, Austen published 

Emma. This novel was shocking; the protagonist 

was a woman who controlled her own household 

in the place of her ailing father. Though, in the 

end, she marries Mr. Knightley, they live in her 

father’s house, suggesting a very liberal balance 

of marital power. On top of this, Knightley is very 

much Emma’s friend, not her superior, as they 

used to be step-siblings. In her last completed 

novel, Persuasion, published posthumously in 

1818, Austen progresses even further. Separated 

by selfish relations, the heroine Anne and Captain 

Wentworth, her former fiancé, must reconcile as 

equals before they can have their happy ending. 

Wentworth is a self-made man; he is not from old 

money, but a naval officer who earns his own for-

tune. The novel rings of change; Anne is appreci-

ated and celebrated by her hero, and their love 

removes her from her cruel family, improving her 

situation. The heroes of Austen’s works, then, 

developed over her career. Henry is just the first 

step―and even a bold one―for his time.

Austen uses Northanger Abbey not as a battle 

cry against patriarchal institutions, but as a com-

mentary on literature, education, the novel, and 

the patriarch. As the Enlightenment took hold in 

England, intellectuals began to examine patriar-

chal power, enforced through the church, educa-

tion, and so many other institutions. Austen 

joined this examination and offered her own take 

on the possibilities of a benevolent teacher, com-

panion, and social superior. Austen realized the 

limitations of her own society, just as Henry does, 

and wrote a book that focused on the possibility 

of benevolent paternalism rather than on the far-

off (and unthinkable) goal of true independence 

and respect for women. Austen begins with 

Henry, but he is not the end. She develops her 

expectations and definition of a male hero as she 

writes and matures. Henry is an early examina-

tion of and experimentation with the limits, vir-

tues and contradictions of a pillar of English soci-

ety. Is Henry a hero appropriate for modern cul-

ture and society? Certainly not. But why should 

the role and values of a hero stay the same 

throughout time and place?
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n 1995, Jean-Dominique Bauby, then editor of 

the French fashion magazine ELLE, held a 

place as one of the most influential people in 

the world of fashion. A tragic stroke cut short his 

tenure as editor of the magazine and left the chief 

of fashion in a hospital bed, unable to move him-

self except to blink his left eye. A fall so quick and 

unexpected undoubtedly filled Bauby’s mind 

with questions like why? And what now? Bauby, 

who had previously spent his time deciding the 

year’s latest fashions, now had to find some way 

to occupy his mind, lest he drive himself mad fo-

cusing on his cell, or rather, his hospital room. In 

1996, Bauby’s memoir, The Diving Bell and the But-

terfly, was published in France. After falling from 

the top of his profession into the confines of a 

hospital bed, Bauby sought freedom in writing.

Though few writers face circumstances as ex-

treme as Bauby’s, we all experience situations that 

hinder the writing process. For many of us, the 

process itself is not altogether satisfying, though 

the end product may be infinitely so. We often 

cannot think of a single intelligible phrase when 

the window is not open just right, when the air is 

just a tenth of a degree too cold, or, God forbid, 

when we have no way of writing from our favor-

ite La-Z-Boy chair. When details as small as these 

impede the writing process, imagine how much 

more a critical situation such as Bauby’s might 

I
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impede it further. In each of these conditions, the 

frustrated writer assumes, though perhaps un-

knowingly, that one’s environment has the ability 

to limit one’s potential as a writer. But veteran 

authors assure us the ability to write does not 

depend on the writer’s surroundings or external 

circumstances, for freedom is internal. In her 

book The Writing Life, for example, Annie Dillard 

makes the bold claim that writing is “life at its 

most free” (11). For that statement to be true, it 

must mean that freedom cannot be found any-

where to quite the extent as in writing. And in-

deed, one is potentially most free when writing. 

Imagining, creating, writing—certainly they 

take their author on fantastic journeys that oth-

erwise may be impossible. This freedom, how-

ever, is not automatic; the writer must first con-

trol how his circumstances affect his writing. As 

writers, some conditions tend to restrict and en-

slave our writing: poverty, oppression, or physi-

cal debilitation, for instance. But some things can 

be added to this list that may surprise you: pros-

perity, privilege, and even health. Negative cir-

cumstances clearly keep many people who may 

want to write from doing so; positive circum-

stances accomplish this feat with far more 

stealth—they enslave by excessive freedom. Yes, 

even freedom can keep writers from really writ-

ing by offering distractions and stealing motiva-

tion. Anything at all can box us in. But if both 

positive and negative circumstances inhibit writ-

Jean-Dominique Bauby dictating his memoir, The Diving 
Bell and the Butterfly, from his hospital bed.



ing, how then can writing be the cure for these 

same situations? It’s simply not enough to escape 

one’s restraints; the writer must transcend the 

restrictions brought by her own situation and 

transform them into her reason for writing. If she 

does this successfully, what once restricted the 

writing process now enables it. 

If ever someone found a special freedom in 

writing, one that could not be found elsewhere, it 

was Jean-Dominique Bauby. Once successful, 

then suddenly paralyzed, if anyone would feel 

restrained, it was Bauby. Where did he seek free-

dom? He sought and found it in writing, for writ-

ing can provide the means for overcoming re-

straint. Bauby would likely agree with Annie Dil-

lard; he found freedom by writing The Diving Bell 

and the Butterfly. By recalling his favorite memo-

ries, he left behind his cell of a bed and went to 

cities, beaches, vacations, wherever he wanted. 

Bauby apparently made these journeys often 

when the day prevented other activities, as he 

explains here: “I love to travel. Fortunately, I have 

stored away enough pictures, smells, and sensa-

tions over the course of the years to enable me to 

leave Berck far behind on days when a leaden sky 

rules out any chance of going outdoors” (103). 

Bauby goes on in this chapter to describe his typi-

cal visit to Hong Kong, a visit he’s made every 

day that particular week. When life and circum-

stance had Bauby most constrained, in writing he 

was most free. 

Yet if writing is life at its most free, then why 

do so many people find the writing process so 

difficult? Do the people who give up on writing 

because of external circumstances not enjoy free-

dom? I don’t think so. However, to find the free-

dom in writing, the aspiring writer needs a new 

mindset. When I let circumstance restrain my 

freedom, writing seems nearly impossible. Is my 

environment really capable of infringing on my 

freedom in writing? Or could the restraint be to-

tally internal? Consider the fact that there have 

been writers from all corners of society: men or 

women, rich or poor, etc. Yet I have personally 

seen people from all of these categories toil with-

out reward over writing the simplest of essays. If 

great writers can come from the same circum-

stances that appear to mute others, the power of 

restraint cannot lie in the circumstances them-

selves; restraint must come from within. In order 

to find the fullest freedom in writing, the writer 

must be master of circumstances. This restraint 

must become something else.

The staunchest restraint on a writer’s freedom 

can be turned into the very essence and reason for 

writing. In many ways this means writing from 

personal experience. If a writer has wealth, let her 

write about high-class society and the virtues and 

limitations of money; if a writer has very little, let 

her write about the difficulties of poverty. What-

ever the restraint, if the writer can master it and 

make it the reason for writing, he will find free-

dom. If the circumstance is important enough to 

prove a limitation, it is also strong enough to pro-

vide a reason. For instance, Bauby could have 

been restrained by his handicap. His options each 

day included little more than to think, to remi-

nisce, or to sink into loathing over his circum-

stances. So what else could he do but write a 

memoir? A circumstance like Bauby’s could re-

strain the writer, because he could really experi-

ence anything new. How, then, could he write? As 

a reason for writing, however, the circumstance 

may lead to a moving book of memories like The 

Diving Bell and the Butterfly. The key to finding the 

full and free life of writing is to turn the strongest 

restraints into the deepest and most driving rea-

sons for writing. These reasons become passion-

ate writing, and passionate writing, when done 

well, stirs readers. 

Yet some circumstances are perceived less as 

restraints and more like privileges for the writer. 

Bauby, for example, was well positioned to be 

influential before his stroke. If he had been 

working-class instead of wealthy, his writing may 

not have been so easily made famous, if it ever 

came to be at all. Peggy McIntosh brought the 

idea of privilege into the spotlight when she pub-

25

Jackson, “Mind over Matter”



lished an article titled “White Privilege: Unpack-

ing the Invisible Knapsack,” in which she details 

some of the advantages she can count on because 

she is white. “Privilege” usually means the bene-

fits, typically unearned, one can expect based on 

who he or she is (e.g. white privilege, male privi-

lege, etc.). While McIntosh and others who de-

claim “privilege” mean to raise awareness of the 

injustice of the issue, privileged writers should 

not feel guilty because they are so privileged. In-

stead, they too should turn their circumstances 

into their reasons for writing. Consider Ernest 

Hemingway for example. Esteemed one of the 

greatest American writers, Hemingway was 

privileged in numerous ways. He grew up in a 

suburban home with well-educated parents who 

had enough money to afford the family some lei-

sure. As an adult, Hemingway lived in Paris and 

worked as a journalist, traveling all over the 

world for work. Indeed, Hemingway experienced 

as much privilege as a writer could ask for. I do 

not mean to say that Hemingway never experi-

enced hardship. Having been wounded in World 

War I, he certainly experienced difficult situa-

tions. Nevertheless, he lived a life of privilege. 

Though he did not always write from the privi-

leges he experienced, he did write a book, A 

Moveable Feast, in which he detailed the experi-

ences of living in Paris—the food, the people, the 

stories he wrote—and how it affected his life for 

years to come. Hemingway wrote from what he 

knew. He turned his privilege into the reason for 

writing A Moveable Feast, and it became one of his 

best-loved books. Does turning circumstances 

into reasons for writing always lead to books that 

shape the future of literature? No, but it does lead 

to moving and impactful writing.

If writers turn their restrictive circumstances 

into their reason for writing, does that mean that 

all writing must be memoir? Not at all. In fact, for 

some writers, overcoming obstacles may lead to 

leaving the obstacles behind. The writer’s oppor-

tunity to create holds the key for overcoming ob-

stacles in search of freedom. Once restraint be-

comes freedom and privileges are acknowledged, 

then the writer can create freedom. The creation of 

freedom still entails the mastery of restrictive cir-

cumstances. Bauby did not know that his re-

straints were becoming reasons for writing. I am 

almost sure he did not feel privileged in his con-

dition. Yet, in the quiet hours of solitude, he re-

peated trips he’d taken before and reinvented 

others in far off countries. Though he was not yet 

putting words down on paper, he was writing, 

and he was creating freedom by creating the 

places where he was free.

In one story where Bauby is creating his free-

dom, he takes a holiday to Lourdes from his bed-

room. Though it has been years since he has taken 

this vacation, he describes in detail the journey 

with his traveling partner, Josephine. When he 

was actually restrained to a hospital bed, he was 

able to roam the globe in search of freedom. And 

this freedom did originate from Bauby’s unfortu-

nate circumstance. Several times within the telling 

of this vacation, Bauby remembers details about 

the trip that seem to foreshadow his own handi-

cap: “The elevator [in the hotel], designed to ac-

commodate stretchers, was vast, and in the 

shower ten minutes later, I realized that our bath-

room was also equipped for the handicapped” 

(62). A few pages later, Bauby speculates, “What if 

someone in perfect health happened to be here 

when the Madonna appeared? One miracle, and 

he’d end up paralyzed” (64). The simple fact that 

Bauby recalls such things shows that even in his 

memories, even in his escapes, he must first come 

to terms with his circumstances. He is creating 

freedom. But first he is transcending his circum-

stances and turning them into reasons for writing.  

Some restraints may seem unconquerable. This 

does not put freedom out of reach. When circum-

stances feel like restraints, we are still writers. 

Whatever would make us free, we can create it 

just as Bauby did—in our minds, where the real 

writing process takes place. And the mind knows 

no restraints. When life does not feel free, create 

freedom in writing and by writing. 

Circumstances often bring restraints. Re-

straints can wreak havoc on writing, bringing ob-
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stacles and making the writing life feel quite the 

opposite of free. Yet accepting defeat is equivalent 

to resigning oneself to a life of no freedom. 

Though circumstances must not be ignored, they 

cannot be allowed to maintain these limitations. 

Rather, the restraints must be turned into reasons. 

When conquered, restraints can become deep-

seated reasons for writing, resulting in passionate 

prose and a life most free. Circumstances also 

bring privilege, even when the privilege is not 

immediately obvious. Such was the case for 

Bauby and his paralysis. However, the privilege 

does exist in the fact that seemingly hopeless 

situations provide the writer with something to 

say; that something is the privilege the writer 

must take advantage of. In this way, privilege too 

can provide freedom in the overcoming of obsta-

cles. Finally, when freedom seems unreachable 

and the obstacles and restraints unbeatable, the 

writer has the inimitable opportunity to create 

within his mind the freedom he strives for. 

Whether they are turned into reason, used for 

privilege, or conquered to create freedom, re-

straints do not hinder the potential freedom of 

the writing life. Restraints can be overcome. Be-

cause writing is not confined to any particular 

circumstance, no restraint can confine the writing 

life. The writing life truly is life at its most free. 
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ngela Carder’s brave struggle for life 

began at the age of thirteen, when she 

was first diagnosed with a rare form of 

cancer. She endured ten years of surgery, radia-

tion, experimental chemotherapy, and, finally, the 

amputation of her left leg and hip. At the age of 

twenty-seven, after three years of apparent remis-

sion, Carder had married and become pregnant. 

When doctors at George Washington University 

Medical Center (GWUMC) discovered that the 

cancer had returned, Carder consented to chemo-

therapy and radiation treatment in the hope of 

once again successfully fighting for her life. Yet, as 

researchers Terry Thornton and Lynn Paltrow re-

veal in a study of Carder’s case, as Angela’s con-

dition worsened, bureaucrats in the hospital’s risk 

management department became concerned 

about the possibility of legal ramifications from 

anti-abortion activists if an attempt was not made 

to deliver her extremely premature and possibly 

already brain-dead fetus (Thornton and Paltrow). 

Against the judgment of Carder’s family, the ob-

stetrical department as a whole, and legal counsel, 

the hospital requested that the District of Colum-

bia hold a hearing to determine how to proceed. 

Ms. Carder’s appointed counsel was outnum-

A
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bered two to one by the appointed counsel for her 

fetus, and the court ordered the hospital to per-

form a Cesarean section that Angela was unlikely 

to survive. Ms. Carder and her doctors vocally 

objected, but an appellate panel upheld the deci-

sion after an emergency appeal. In obedience to 

the order, a doctor reluctantly performed the pro-

cedure (Thornton and Paltrow). Carder clung to 

life for two more days, just long enough to learn 

of the death of her fatally premature child. 

This shocking case galvanized the reproduc-

tive rights community in 1987. After a legal effort 

on behalf of Carder’s estate, policy reforms were 

enacted at GWUMC and healthcare institutions 

across the country to ensure that such a grievous 

violation to women’s rights in the name of “fetal 

rights” would never happen again. However, 

nearly a quarter-century after Angela Carder’s 

Protestor at a 2010 “Protest the Pill Day”rally organized by 
the American Life League.



struggle, fetal personhood amendments, which 

expand the rights of fertilized eggs and fetuses at 

the expense of reproductive rights, now represent 

a serious threat to women’s basic rights on a 

much broader scale. “Personhood amendments,” 

which have failed referenda in Mississippi and 

Colorado but are being in planned in states across 

the country, are not merely flashes in the pan of 

the recent news cycle, but the newest and most 

dangerous manifestations of an entrenched po-

litical and judicial effort to erode the liberties of 

American women. This effort takes advantage of 

inherent weaknesses in the landmark Roe v. Wade 

decision and can only be stopped for good by the 

legal recognition of a woman’s fundamental hu-

man right to health.

Abortion has been a perennial controversy in 

American politics since it was declared legal by 

the Supreme Court in Roe v. Wade. The debate has 

been generally formed as a question of rights. 

“Pro-choice” activists campaign to protect a 

woman’s right to make decisions regarding her 

own body, while “pro-life” activists assert that a 

fetus is a living being with an unalienable right to 

life. While the issue is complex, emotionally 

fraught, and bitterly contested, the right to choice 

has been steadily upheld for nearly forty years, 

and a slim but consistent majority of Americans 

support legalized abortion (“Shifting”). However, 

personhood amendments have upended the tacit 

consensus on the issue.  

These amendments involve not only restric-

tions on abortion, but also restrictions on broader 

rights we take for granted as part of twenty-first 

century society. Consider the 2011 proposed per-

sonhood amendment to the state constitution in 

Mississippi: “As used in Article III of the state 

constitution, ‘The term ‘person’ or ‘persons’ shall 

include every human being from the moment of 

fertilization, cloning, or the functional equivalent 

thereof’” (Office of the Secretary of State for Mis-

sissippi). That single sentence proposed a death 

sentence for reproductive rights by taking the 

radical step of defining a fertilized egg as a per-

son, which would have outlawed stem-cell re-

search, in-vitro fertilization, and even traditional 

oral birth control known as “the pill” (Will 66). A 

fertilized egg is formed at a stage of human de-

velopment even before the medically defined be-

ginning of pregnancy. It is not clear whether hor-

monal birth control acts to prevent fertilization in 

the first place, or whether it prevents the implan-

tation of an already-fertilized egg (Will 68). “The 

pill” may not affect fertilized eggs, but the ambi-

guity alone is enough to create a threat of prohibi-

tion. According to Wlliam Saletan, writing for 

Slate magazine, “theoretical mechanisms of ac-

tion, not just demonstrated effects, will be used to 

judge what counts as an abortifacient” under the 

amendment. 

It is almost unthinkable to imagine any bill 

specifically banning “the pill” or in-vitro fertiliza-

tion appearing on a ballot in the modern United 

States. Oral contraception is used by thirty-one 

percent of women aged 15-44 (Jones and 

Dreweke), and in-vitro-fertilization has been used 

by over three million families over the past three 

decades (Mencimer). An effort by political con-

servatives to explicitly ban these procedures alone 

is an easily exposed, blatant attempt to fire a vin-

dictive, last-gasp shot in cultural battles settled 

since the Sixties. Personhood amendments such 

as the Mississippi bill mask this effort by injecting 

settled issues of debate into the context of today’s 

volatile abortion controversy. The ambiguity of 

these amendments opens a Pandora’s Box of at-

tacks on human rights that would likely shock 

even those who oppose abortion under any cir-

cumstances.

A fertilized egg has no self-consciousness. It 

cannot feel love, pain, regret, or joy. Yet, under 

personhood amendments, its right to life would 

be “equal” to the “mother’s right to life” (Sale-

tan). A healthcare provider could just as legally 

choose to sacrifice a woman’s life to save a fetus 

(as in the Angela Carder case) as choose to per-

form an abortion to save the life of the mother. A 

fertilized egg or fetus would have the same legal 
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status as any other minor, leading to possible 

murder charges in cases of illegal abortions or 

even miscarriages (Saletan). Under the vague 

language of personhood amendments, an expec-

tant mother who suffers a miscarriage could eas-

ily be labeled a murderer at the whim of any am-

bitious local prosecutor.

Yet, as threatening as personhood amend-

ments are, they represent just one weapon in a 

broader legal effort to roll back the hard-won 

gains made for reproductive rights over the past 

half-century. To better understand the effects of 

this effort, imagine, for example, that you are a 

woman in the state of Washington seeking the 

emergency contraception commonly known as 

“Plan B.” The clock is ticking: emergency contra-

ception, which prevents the growth of a fertilized 

egg, is most effective when taken within 72 hours 

of contraceptive failure or unprotected sex. You 

live in a rural town with only two pharmacies.  

One is one of the over twenty percent of Wash-

ington pharmacies that does not stock Plan B; the 

other pharmacy stocks the contraceptive, but the 

only pharmacist employed there willing to dis-

pense it is not currently on duty. The other phar-

macist refuses to dispense emergency contracep-

tion because doing so contravenes her religious 

beliefs.   

The idea of medical professionals being al-

lowed to refuse to perform their primary duties 

may seem preposterous. Yet, in the Stormans Inc. 

v. Selecky I and II cases from 2008 and 2009, a 

pharmacy sued the government and won the 

right to allow pharmacists to refuse to dispense 

any drug that they felt objectionable. These cases 

are prime examples of jurisprudence that runs 

counter to the interest of women’s health. More 

specifically, they show the use by judges of “the 

availability tool,” which legal scholar Beth 

Burkstrand-Reid has identified as an “analytical 

shortcut that shortchanges women” (Burkstrand-

Reid 100). The Stormans rulings were justified by 

citation of statistics from a survey that found that 

approximately three-quarters of responding 

pharmacies typically stocked Plan B. The judges 

involved decided that, due to the widespread 

“availability” of Plan B, allowing pharmacists to 

refuse to dispense it did not pose a risk to 

women’s health, as women denied the contracep-

tive at one pharmacy could obtain it at another. 

However, the survey only measured the number 

of pharmacies that stocked Plan B, not the number 

of pharmacists actually willing to distribute it 

(Burkstrand-Reid 118). 

Those who support restrictions on reproduc-

tive care often oppose Obamacare (officially The 

Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act 

(PPACA)) by arguing that government efforts to 

reduce healthcare costs will result in Americans 

being denied their chosen care by “death panels” 

of impersonal bureaucrats. In this argument, the 

use of the availability tool presents a stark irony. 

It involves judges deciding for themselves what 

constitutes “adequate” levels of reproductive 

care. Judges in the Stormans cases, without con-

sulting health care professionals or adequately 

“discussing the risks delayed access may pre-

sent,” decided that Plan B was “available” 

enough that a pharmacist’s refusal did not pre-

sent a health risk, despite knowing that twenty-

five percent of surveyed pharmacies did not stock 

it (Burkstrand-Reid 119). Judges applying the 

availability tool essentially make a choice to ra-

tion reproductive health care based on what they 

feel is adequate. With jurisprudence like this, who 

needs “death panels?” The “availability” fallacy 

and its attendant hypocrisy reflects the willing-

ness of politicians and judges to interfere with 

women’s basic rights in a quest to impose a uni-

lateral definition of morality on society. 

Unfortunately, the use of judicial shortcuts to 

shortchange women’s health in the U.S. is not 

surprising in light of the legal principles sur-

rounding the issue. Roe v. Wade guaranteed the 

legal right to abortion to American women, but 

this right is often difficult to exercise in practice, 

as it is grounded in the general principle of per-

sonal liberty rather than in the right to health. 

Law student and reproductive justice activist 

Hilary Hammell describes how the right to 
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health, as understood by the United Nations 

Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural 

Rights and adopted by hundreds of governments 

worldwide, “consists of a state’s obligation to 

ensure that health care is available, accessible, 

acceptable, and of adequate quality” (Hammell 

3). Following Planned Parenthood v. Casey in 1992, 

politicians opposed to abortion added many new 

regulations on the practice that had no relation to 

health, and in fact reduced the availability, acces-

sibility, and acceptability of women’s health care. 

For example, the federal Partial-Birth Abor-

tion Ban Act passed in 2003 (and later upheld by 

the Supreme Court in Gonzales v. Carhart) outright 

bans a method of late-term abortion without a 

provision for situations in which the health of the 

mother is at stake (Greenhouse). Under the most 

recent version of the Hyde Amendment, the fed-

eral government is prohibited from funding abor-

tion care through Medicaid, except in cases of 

rape, incest, and life endangerment (Hammell 

24). And, in recent years, so many hundreds of 

abortion restrictions and personhood amend-

ments have been introduced that “the head of the 

anti-abortion group Operation Rescue was 

quoted saying, “I feel like a little boy on Christ-

mas morning―which package do you open 

first?” (Mezey 270). Clearly, a better framework is 

needed to ensure that the right to abortion care in 

America works for all women. 

A path to a possible solution to ensuring 

women’s reproductive rights can be found by 

exploring recent developments in the nation of 

Nepal. For decades, abortion bans so draconian 

that illegal abortion survivors could face prison 

time took a harsh toll on women’s health (Ham-

mell 14). Abortion-related complications made up 

half of all OB/GYN visits in the country (“Shar-

ing”). Then, in 2002, Nepal passed what were on 

paper some of the most liberal abortion laws in 

Asia (Hammell 14). However, as in the U.S., ex-

pense and inaccessibility limited the availability 

of safe abortion care. The true breakthrough did 

not occur until the Nepalese Supreme Court, act-

ing on the basis of the right to health recognized 

by Nepal, ruled that the government must pro-

vide funding and information to help all Nepal-

ese access needed care. Currently, the United 

States joins Qatar, Palau, Nauru, and Tonga as one 

of the five existing nation-states that have not af-

firmed the human right to health (Hammell 4). 

We would do well to take notice of Nepal’s ex-

ample by ensuring that the right to reproductive 

care applies not just to politicians and judges, but 

to real-world women, their families, and their 

doctors. 

Meanwhile, in the absence of a right to health 

in America, women’s bodies continue to face 

threats from the body politic. In early 2013, both 

houses of the North Dakota state legislature ap-

proved a Mississippi-style fetal personhood 

amendment that is scheduled to go on the ballot 

in 2014. The threat extends to the federal level: in 

2011, Congressman Paul Broun (R-GA), who has 

publicly deemed the science of embryology a “lie 

straight from the pit of Hell,” introduced a Fetal 

Personhood Act in the U.S. House of Representa-

tives (Horowitz). The measure failed to become 

law, but the party of “small government” has not 

given up using federal authority to restrict 

women’s rights. In 2013, Senator Rand Paul (R-

KY) introduced a Fetal Personhood Amendment 

laden with the same dangerous ambiguities as 

state versions in the U.S. Senate (Benen).

From the federal to the state level, person-

hood amendments represent an unsettling hijack-

ing for political gain of the fundamental principle 

of human personhood. In our nation―built on 

“we the people,” “by the people,” “for the peo-

ple,” and “of the people”―women are about to 

experience unjust and tragic consequences if the 

definition of “people” becomes a political football 

in an underhanded game rather than a founda-

tion of equal and inalienable rights. At the same 

time, these amendments help highlight flaws in 

current reproductive rights jurisprudence that 

extend as far as Roe v. Wade itself. To ensure that 

no American woman will have to follow in the 
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footsteps of Angela Carder, faced as she was by 

dangerous restrictions on reproductive care, the 

U.S. should join almost every other developed 

nation and recognize the basic human right to 

health. 
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he term “euthanasia” has acquired a de-

rogatory connotation in modern society. 

When people hear reference to euthana-

sia, it would not be surprising for them to imme-

diately associate the term with murder or killing. 

The reason many are quick to affiliate euthanasia 

with murder is because they imagine someone 

being euthanized against his/her consent (non-

voluntary) or against his/her will (involuntary). 

The frequency of people making this presumptu-

ous association between euthanasia and murder is 

quite astounding, being that, the majority of the 

time euthanasia is discussed in our society, the 

actual form of euthanasia being referenced is vol-

untary euthanasia, or the practice of ending a per-

son’s life upon that person’s request. This confu-

sion is no coincidence; right-to-life and anti-

euthanasia advocates frequently use the term 

“euthanasia” loosely when arguing against volun-

tary euthanasia because the term itself carries an 

unfavorable impression that is, in reality, associ-

ated only with involuntary and nonvoluntary 

euthanasia. Thus, right-to-life and anti-euthanasia 

advocates use the term “euthanasia” strategically 

to further the negative attitudes towards euthana-

sia. In doing so, they encourage people to see vol-

untary euthanasia as murder, rather than an indi-

rect method of suicide.

In health care, voluntary euthanasia is some-

times referred to as physician-assisted suicide for 

T
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the purpose of preventing any derogatory conno-

tations that stem from using the term “euthana-

sia.” Attempting to synonymize the two terms 

does no justice for the advancement of voluntary 

euthanasia because the negative association be-

tween “euthanasia” and murder remains. This 

paper, though it serves as an advocacy for the 

acceptance of voluntary euthanasia in a society 

that condemns death, also attempts to discredit 

the inaccurate signalization of death that has 

been bestowed upon the term “euthanasia.” With 

modern biotechnological advancements that en-

dorse and perpetuate the power of life, it is nec-

essary to correct misplaced presumptions about 

matters of death. 

The biotechnical society we live in today val-

ues human life so much that is characterized as 

something that should always be sought after 

even under the shadow of inevitable death. Ac-

cording to Life.Org, a website that examines all 

“life” related issues, “opponents to [legalizing] 

euthanasia claim that the provision of adequate 

pain management and hospice (palliative) care 

could improve the quality of life and eliminate 

the demand for euthanasia.” Similarly, the Cali-

fornia Foundation for Independent Living Cen-

ters (CFILC) holds the belief that anti-euthanasia 

arguments should not focus on euthanasia itself, 

but on the conditions that spur the demand for 

euthanasia. The purpose of doing so is to fix 

Protestor in support of Oregon’s Death with Dignity Act 
(DWDA), which was passed into law by a statewide ballot 
measure in 1997.



these conditions in order to end the demand alto-

gether. According to the CFILC, “the inadequate 

funding for palliative care and pain management 

and government’s intransigent reliance on nurs-

ing homes all contribute to the despair felt my 

many who reach old age…[and] are afflicted with 

debilitating conditions” that influence their desire 

for euthanasia. Another way to phrase that would 

be to say the “debilitating” conditions that stem 

from the tarnished health care system are motive 

enough for a patient to feel disposed to euthana-

sia.

Anti-euthanasia advocates like Life.Org and 

the CFILC argue that the demand for euthanasia 

is merely a symptom of the inadequacy of health 

care and the rampant need for “adequate” care. 

However in reality, euthanasia allows for patients 

to be relieved of despair that is not a consequence 

of the condition of health care. In fact, euthana-

sia’s ability to provide a humane alternative to 

those suffering from terminal illnesses make it a 

much more humane option than anti-euthanasia 

advocates claim. Having said that, arguments 

presented by Life.Org and the CFILC do a dis-

service to society because they transmit false im-

pressions about the conditions under which a 

patient might desire euthanasia. When Life.Org 

states that “adequate pain management and hos-

pice care could improve the quality of life and 

eliminate the demand for euthanasia,” it implies, 

without considering an individual’s state of mind 

or quality of life, that so long as it were affordable 

to keep terminally ill patients alive under “ade-

quate” conditions, living is always the more de-

sirable option over death. In other words, life in 

any case is more suitable than death.

This mindset that Life.Org and the CFILC are 

promoting is congruent with attitudes that have 

prevailed and intensified in society—especially in 

recent years, with advancing biotechnologies that 

“enhance” the quality of life coupled with a 

dwindling health care system that threatens some 

patients’ access to these technologies. Even four 

decades ago in the 1970’s, Michael Foucault ob-

served that society’s desire to preserve life caused 

anything that would “make die,” like euthanasia, 

to be disparaged and condemned 73). Though the 

form of euthanasia in question is voluntary eutha-

nasia, it is discouraged on the grounds that it is a 

method to “make die.” Foucault addresses the 

issue in further detail in “Society Must Be De-

fended”:

Beneath that great absolute power…that was 

the power of sovereignty, and which consisted 

in the power to take life, we now have the 

emergence, with this technology of biopower, 

of this technology over the power over ‘the’ 

population as such, over men insofar as they 

are living beings. It is continuous, scientific, 

and it is the power to make life…I think that 

we can see a gradual disqualification of 

death…the great public ritualization of death 

began to disappear, or to as least fade away, in 

the late eighteenth century and that it is still 

doing so today. So much so that death…has 

become, in contrast, something to be hidden 

away. It had become the most shameful thing 

of all…Now that power is decreasingly the 

power of the right to take life, and increas-

ingly the right to intervene to make life…

death becomes, insofar as it is the end of life, 

the term, the limit, or the end of power too…

Power has no control over death, but it can 

control mortality. And to that extent, it is only 

natural that death should now be privatized, 

and should become the most private thing of 

all. (247-248).

In short, what Foucault is discussing is how death 

has become “the most shameful thing of all” in 

that it stands opposite to the “technology of 

power,” that is the power “to intervene to make 

live”—something that has become fully endorsed 

by modern society. 

Intervention into life and death matters is not 

a situation that one can tend to lightly being that 

the debate between right-to-life and right-to-die 

advocates has become increasingly controversial. 

In fact, one legal case in 2005 that sparked a na-
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tionwide controversy between right-to-life and 

right-to-die advocates was one in which the gov-

ernment intervened to “make die” rather than 

“make live.” The case I reference is one that in-

volved whether or not to withhold continuation 

of live saving treatments for Terri Schiavo, a pa-

tient living in a persistent vegetative state (PVS). 

Terri’s husband, Michael Schiavo, petitioned to 

have Terri’s feeding tube removed because he 

insisted that “death rather than life in a perma-

nent vegetative state was what Terri would want” 

(Shepherd 1). Terri’s parents, however, resisted 

Michael’s efforts for a myriad of reasons—one of 

which was an appeal to the sanctity of life. For 

seven years, Terri’s parents fought legal battles 

with Michael in the hope that Florida’s appellate 

Court to intervene in the name of life rather than 

in death. In 2005, the Florida Second District Court 

of Appeals ruled there was no sufficient evidence, 

medical or otherwise, that supported the con-

tinuation of life. The removal of the feeding tube 

was then ordered by Judge George Greer on 

March 18th. When the final ruling was handed 

down, it sparked social upheaval with pro-life 

and anti-euthanasia advocates because the Court 

appeared, to them, to be intervening with the 

purpose to “make die.”

The Schiavo case is one that exemplifies the 

limit on the power to “make life” and the social 

consequences of making that limit known in a 

society that views death as the “most shameful 

thing of all.” Though the case itself does not im-

mediately apply to the issue of voluntary eutha-

nasia, the concerns at the heart of the issue do in 

fact apply. I say that the case does not immedi-

ately apply is because Terri Schiavo was physi-

cally incapable of expressing her desire to remain 

in an incapacitated state or to die. On the other 

hand, most terminally ill patients are able to ex-

plicitly declare their desire to die through eutha-

nasia. While the controversy that spurred from 

the ruling in the Schiavo case resulted mostly 

from the power to “make die” being intermedi-

ated over the power to “make live,” it ultimately 

encompassed the issue of denying patient auton-

omy. As Louis Shepherd notes in her book, If That 

Ever Happens to Me: Making Life and Death Deci-

sions After Terri Schiavo, much of the controversy 

that developed over whether to disconnect Terri 

Schiavo’s feeding tube was a consequence of 

“fairly sparse and nonspecific evidence” of Terri’s 

desire not to live in a vegetative state.  However, 

most terminally ill patients, unlike patients in 

medical conditions like Terri Schivo’s, are able to 

exercise their autonomy as patients by expressing 

their desires. Life.Org and the CFLILC neglect to 

make reference to this key point of patient auton-

omy, which would help detract unfavorable 

stereotypes toward euthanasia. 

The reason for neglecting to reference auton-

omy might be that it is crucial in setting limits on 

the power to “make live” as well as the power to 

“make die.” These limits stem from the power to 

“control mortality” being placed only in the 

hands of the patients who want to be euthanized. 

Oregon and Washington recognized these limits 

when they legalized voluntary euthanasia by 

passing Death with Dignity Acts (DWDA) in 1997 

and 2008, respectively. Both statutes strictly spec-

ify provisions to ensure the power to “make die” 

neither neglects patient autonomy nor threatens 

the “power over ‘the’ population” that stems 

from the power to “make live.” In both Oregon 

and Washington, terminally ill patients can re-

quest prescriptions of lethal doses of medication 

from their attending physicians if they firmly be-

lieve death is the only viable alternative to the 

“debilitating conditions” of their quality of life.

Nonetheless, people still oppose euthanasia 

because it ultimately challenges the power to 

“make live,” even for those who would rather 

“make die.” According to a BBC anti-euthanasia 

blog, anti-euthanasia advocates argue that even if 

a terminally ill patient explicitly declares a desire 

to end his or her life, it must be because they are 

“depressed…confused and unable to make sensi-

ble judgments” (“Anti-Euthanasia Arguments”). 

Assuming all terminally ill patients who want to 
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die do so because they are “depressed” or “con-

fused” portrays ethanasia as something that is 

detrimental to patient autonomy. Anti-euthanasia 

advocates believe strongly that if euthanasia were 

to be legalized nationwide, the wishes and best 

interests of patients would be ignored or disre-

garded, as they believe was the case with Terri 

Schiavo. As Oregon and Washington’s Death with 

Dignity Acts demonstrate, however, provisions 

can be strictly defined to safeguard patient 

autonomy while allowing for voluntary euthana-

sia. According to section one of Oregon DWDA, 

once a patient has formally requested “medica-

tion for the purpose of ending his or her life in a 

humane and dignified manner” the attending 

physician is by law required to inform the patient 

of his or her “medical diagnosis…His or her 

prognosis…The potential risks associated with 

taking the medication prescribed…The probable 

result of taking the medication to be pre-

scribed…[and] The feasible alternatives, includ-

ing, but not limited to, comfort care, hospice care 

or pain control” (Oregon Public Health Authority, 

“Death with Dignity Act…”).  Washington’s act 

contains the same provision.

Terminally ill patients who request euthana-

sia are required by law to be fully informed of 

their situations to prevent them from being un-

able to make sensible judgments. Anti-euthanasia 

advocates like Life.Org and the CFILC might say 

the only sensible judgment would be to choose 

the feasible alternatives provided they were suffi-

ciently adequate. However, patients choosing 

euthanasia as an alternative to, say, palliative 

care, even if the care might be considered ade-

quate, negates the claim that adequate care would 

eliminate the demand for euthanasia. For most 

patients, euthanasia is the only sensible option to 

escape the debilitating conditions of their life 

even with the availability of feasible alternatives.  

In fact, according to Oregon’s 2011 DWDA annual 

report, roughly 90% of patients requesting 

DWDA prescriptions do so because they report 

feeling “less able to engage in activities making 

life enjoyable,” experience “loss of dignity…los-

ing control of bodily functions,” or simply feel 

like a “burden on family, friends/caregivers” 

(Oregon Public Health Authority, Oregon's Death 

With Dignity Act—2011). Conversely, “inadequate 

pain control or concern about it” was a reported 

motive for less than 22% of the 596 total Oregon 

patients who have requested euthanasia since the 

DWDA was sanctioned (Oregon Public Health 

Authority, Oregon's Death With Dignity Act—

2011). Euthanasia, then, unlike what Life and the 

CFILC falsely imply, is generally sought after by 

terminally ill patients who are unable to “experi-

ence life in any way” that is meaningful or “en-

joyable” (Shepherd 57).

Even so, right-to-life and anti-euthanasia ad-

vocates maintain their sentiment that euthanizing 

humans in all cases is disparaging to the sanctity 

of life. Much like what Life.Org and the CFILC 

imply through their arguments, opposition to 

euthanasia on the basis of life being sacred im-

plies that any life is always more valuable than 

death. When Life.Org argues that palliative care is 

the better alternative to dying, even in instances 

where patients are unable to “experience life in 

any way [that is] enjoyable,” palliative care is rep-

resented as a model of what it means to make 

death “disappear.” The same can be said for the 

case of Terri Schiavo. Though Terri was physically 

incapable of “experienc[ing] life in any way,” 

right-to-life advocates, including her parents, in-

sisted that she remain connected to the feeding 

tube that was keeping her biologically alive. 

Like Terri’s parents, many anti-euthanasia 

advocates who fight to make death “disappear” 

do so by appealing to the sanctity of human life. 

While I understand the importance of preserving 

life from a theological point of observation, from a 

social and political perspective the sanctity of life 

argument is problematic, and in my opinion it 

holds little to no legitimacy for a few crucial rea-

sons. Firstly, the “gradual disqualification of 

death” that stems from society’s stressed impor-

tance on the “power to make life” is the stimula-

tor to misplaced opposition when the “power to 

make die” is executed.  With the Terri Schiavo 
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case, pro-life advocates distorted the ruling to the 

extreme of portraying the court’s intervention as 

a deliberate means to disparage the right to life. 

Likewise, anti-euthanasia advocates distort the 

case strategically to fuel opposition to euthanasia 

because it is a similar method to “make die.” In 

reality, the Terri Schiavo ruling endorses the right 

to life, insofar as the “life” in question renders 

interest to the “power over ‘the’ population.” The 

“power to take life” was executed only because 

legal aids and supporting testimonials did not 

sufficiently show an interest to the Court to inter-

vene with the purpose to “make life.” Though the 

ruling ultimately led to Terri’s death, it did in fact 

parallel what Foucault noted in the 70’s that the 

“power to make live” can “control morality.” 

Terri Schiavo exemplifies that “Power has no con-

trol over death” but can “control mortality” in 

that the decision was not solely whether or not to 

“make die,” but whether or not to “intervene to 

make live.” Voluntary euthanasia poses a larger 

but similar challenge due to the “power to take 

life” being placed in the hands of those with a 

desire to “make die” rather than those who have 

interest in controlling mortality.

In other words, a patient who is fully compe-

tent and capable of declaring a desire to cause 

his/her own death challenges the power to “con-

trol mortality” which consummates “power over 

‘the’ population.” Patients in an incapacitated or 

incompetent state like that of Terri Schiavo are 

unable to properly communicate their last testa-

ments and are therefore unable themselves to in-

tervene in the “power over ‘the’ population.” As 

Foucault mentioned, this “power over ‘the popu-

lation” has transformed into the “power to make 

life” thanks to advancements in biopower that 

ultimately “control mortality.” It is as if those 

with a strong will to “intervene to make live” 

condemn and portray anything that challenges 

that power- such as the Court’s ruling in Terri 

Schiavo or the legalization of voluntary euthana-

sia- as the “most shameful thing of all.” When the 

stressed importance of life is the reason for 

euthanasia being inaccurately represented as the 

“most shameful thing of all,” it overshadows the 

true nature of its intended use which is, in reality, 

“dignified and humane.”

Furthermore, professing the value of life as 

the only “dignified and humane” thing in the face 

of death is a fairly simple position to uphold 

when the person doing so is not in a position of 

having to make a life or death decision. The cir-

cumstances under which most terminally ill pa-

tients request euthanasia are not personally relat-

able to most healthy individuals. These circum-

stances include, but are not limited to, being per-

manently bedridden, requiring constant care and 

attention, being physically unable to take part in 

enjoyable activities, or being unable to do the 

simplest of tasks such as going to the bathroom, 

changing clothes, or even eating by one’s own 

power (“Pro-Euthanasia Arguments”). As right-

to-die advocate Gary Seay writes in “Common 

Sense: A Reply to Garcia,” the “duty to relieve 

suffering…can sometimes outweigh the funda-

mental duty to preserve life.” Forcing patients to 

continue suffering in a dwindled state would not 

be preserving life, but merely preserving a “living 

being,” as Foucault would call it (Foucault 247).

A larger problem exists in that advocating life 

in situations where terminally ill patients explic-

itly declare a desire to end their own lives denies 

them a fundamental sovereign right: what Fou-

cault identifies as “the power to take life.” In 

quoting Foucault, I do not mean to say there ex-

ists a right to take life in any case. Rather, I mean 

to say an individual has a sovereign right to exer-

cise “the power to make live and let die” upon 

themselves (Foucault 241). With euthanasia, the 

right can be translated as the power to let oneself 

die. This right, or power, holds root in John 

Locke’s Second Treatise of Civil Government.  Locke 

writes that “every man has a property in his own 

person: this no body has a right to except himself” 

(original emphasis) (209). In other words, no one 

should have power or jurisdiction over another 

individual’s physical being. Though this right is 
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not explicitly referenced or defined in the United 

States Constitution, like many other civil rights 

such as the right to contraceptives or the right to 

have an abortion, it exists through implication. 

Having said that, Locke’s Second Treatise pro-

vides insight into how the right to die should in 

fact be safeguarded under constitutional provi-

sions. Locke’s characterization of an individual’s 

being as his own private “property” laid a foun-

dation for civil rights controversy with respect to 

life and death matters. Arguing against euthana-

sia on the grounds that it disparages the sanctity 

of life implies that no individual has authority 

over his being even if it is his own private “prop-

erty.” Denying individuals jurisdiction over their 

own bodies has been an ongoing issue, not only 

with regards to euthanasia, but with other life 

and death matters as well. The right to have an 

abortion, for example, consummates the same 

concerns present with euthanasia in terms of hav-

ing rights over one’s own body or “property.” 

The Supreme Court legalized abortions in the 

landmark case of Roe v. Wade in 1973 through a 

constitutional interpretation that portrayed the 

right to privacy, which encompasses the right to 

property, as a “personal ‘liberty’” that is constitu-

tionally protected. Chief Justice J. Blackmun 

wrote in the Opinion of the Court that “right of 

privacy, whether it be founded in the Fourteenth 

Amendment’s concept of personal liberty and 

restrictions upon state action, as we feel it is, or as 

the district court determined, in the Ninth 

Amendment’s reservation of rights to the people, 

is broad enough to encompass [a woman’s right 

to do what she will with her own body]” (Roe v. 

Wade). Technically speaking, then, the Court es-

tablished a woman’s body as a matter of private 

property that is legally protected under the Ninth 

and Fourteenth amendments to the Constitution. 

The reciprocity of an individual’s body and 

the “right of privacy” and “property” that mani-

fested in Roe tenders a sort of stupefied logic 

when the same issues are used to depreciate 

euthanasia. Consider this prospective: Roe made it 

legal to take the life of another “living being” be-

cause it is embodied within an individual’s pri-

vate “property.” Yet it is illegal, except in Oregon 

and Washington, for an individual to take their 
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own life, even though it is embodied within their 

“property” all the same, if not more so, than a 

developing fetus would be. Anti-euthanasia ad-

vocates who value the sanctity of human life do 

acknowledge a person’s physical being as his 

own property. However, they persist with opposi-

tion to euthanasia on the grounds that, as Pope 

John Paul II put it, “Human life is sacred…[and] 

We should never deal with the problem of suffer-

ing by eliminating those who suffer” (“Anti-

Euthanasia Arguments”). With the legal prece-

dent installed from Roe v. Wade, denying termi-

nally ill patients the right to die on the justifica-

tion that “Human life is sacred” should be consid-

ered an unconstitutional violation of their Ninth 

and Fourteenth amendment rights to “privacy” 

and “property.” 

John Locke’s social contract theory, in short, 

adopts a philosophical approach to government 

that individual rights may be sacrificed only in 

the name of a greater good for society whereby 

citizens “live together in harmony for mutual 

benefit” (Constitution.org). In what way, then, 

does denying terminally ill patients the right to 

“let die” through euthanasia provide a greater 

good for society? If an individual right can only 

be sacrificed in the name of the common good, 

there is no warrant in banning euthanasia. Legal-

izing euthanasia would cause no collective harm 

to society or threaten society’s ability to “live to-

gether in harmony.” The main threat euthanasia 

poses is that it generates a limit on the power to 

“control mortality” and to “make live” (Foucault 

247). It unsettles our vastly pro-life society to rec-

ognize the existence of a “great absolute pow-

er…the power to take life” that would ultimately 

install limitations on the power to “control mor-

tality.” Legalizing euthanasia would make it evi-

dent that “this technology of biopower…this 

technology over ‘the’ population” is not absolute 

and omnipotent, as many believe it to be (Fou-

cault 247). For this reason, euthanasia has yet to 

be legalized nationwide because it presents a dif-

ficulty to legislatures whose constituents con-

demn anything that will “make die.”

The “gradual disqualification of death” over 

the years from the intensified value of life has 

increasingly forced those with the will to die to 

remain alive under circumstances in which living 

is not ideal. Rather than allowing terminally pa-

tients to “let die” on their own terms, right-to-life 

advocates are indirectly constraining them in un-

favorable conditions of feeling “loss of dignity,” 

being “unable to engage in activities making life 

enjoyable,” or simply feeling a “loss of auton-

omy.” Dr. Ira Byock, a surgeon at Dartmouth-

Hitchcock Medical Center in New Hampshire, 

said in an interview with the television program 

60 Minutes that “families cannot imagine there 

could be anything worse than their loved one dy-

ing. But in fact, there are things worse…having 

someone you love die badly” (“The Cost of Dy-

ing: End-of-Life Care”). Unfortunately with the 

emergence of “this technology of biopower” that 

has the power to “control mortality,” the latter is 

more rampant than the former. If society continu-

ally begrudges the right to “let die” through 

euthanasia, terminally ill patients will continue to 

“die badly” with no desire to do so. Legalizing 

euthanasia, then, is the only “humane and digni-

fied” way to allow patients to exercise their sov-

ereign right to live and let die.
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cientology recently came to the forefront of 

the media after the protest group Anony-

mous exposed them for their alleged 

fraudulent activities and violations of human 

rights.  But Scientology has attracted controversy 

since its infancy in the late 1940s, when L. Ron 

Hubbard merged psychoanalysis and spiritual 

power to create Dianetics. According to sociologist 

Roy Wallis, Hubbard claimed that Dianetics 

would be able to cure all sorts of ailments, from 

insanity to disease (24). When desperate people 

were promised this cure-all, they came to Hub-

bard with everything that he demanded in ex-

change: loyalty, devotion, and money. To experi-

ence the promised benefits of Dianetics, members 

were required to pay their way through each class. 

This continued as Dianetics transformed into Sci-

entology, allowing the church to amass large 

amounts of money for their services. Soon after 

the transformation into Scientology, “Hubbard 

was able to claim the new gnosis as a revelation 

into which he had privileged insight, heightening 

his authority over the movement, and inhibiting 

competing claims to revelation” (Wallis 125). 

Hubbard thus secured his place as the leader of 

Scientology and, more importantly, as the main 

profiteer of this businesslike religion.

S
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Most critics say that Scientology is a busi-

ness, not a genuine charitable or religious institu-

tion. They point out that the Church of Scientol-

ogy has tax exemption status like any other char-

ity or religion, despite having it once revoked, 

suing the IRS 26 times over, and suddenly regain-

ing it again in 1993 under mysterious circum-

stances (Dahl). Donald Alexander, the former 

head of the IRS, had "great reservations” about 

Scientology’s true intentions, just by examining 

them from the public’s perspective (Dahl). In-

deed, the Church of Scientology is barely able to 

identify as a charity in practice. The Scientology 

website states that those who receive the help of 

Scientology are “encouraged” to exchange their 

own services, so that those receiving can “main-

tain their self-respect” (Church of Scientology 

International). To accomplish this form of ex-

change, there are Scientology-sponsored events 

where those in need can work a charity event. 

The people receiving aid at that charity event are 

then expected to provide their services in the next 

charity event, and this cycle continues with each 

group affected by the charity. This aid is lawfully 

classified as charity, though it is merely a way for 

Scientology to receive charitable status from the 

I.R.S. while influencing and recruiting others into 

service. 

The history of Scientology does suggest that 

they are a business masquerading as a religious 

L. Ron Hubbard, the founder of The Church of Scientology, 
photographed in 1950.



institution. Alexander’s theory, however, does not 

explain their un-businesslike hoarding. The 

Church thrives on donations from its constitu-

ents, which it collects under the pretext of build-

ing new facilities. Though the buildings are very 

expensive, the fundraisers continue to raise mil-

lions of dollars past their need. In a 2009 exposé, 

for example, journalists Joe Childs and Thomas 

C. Tobin document that the Church raised funds 

for a new facility called the Super Power Building 

that was projected to cost $90 million dollars. By 

counting the contributors listed in each contribu-

tor status, Childs and Tobin found that the total 

funds raised for the Superpower Building project 

by 2007 were at the very least $142.76 million. 

That is around $50 million of unneeded funds 

(Childs and Tobin). By being tax exempt, holding 

excessive amounts of fundraisers, and doing 

some of the least expensive charitable work pos-

sible, the Church of Scientology can pull enor-

mous profits while maintaining the face of a 

church. In a practical business, this profit would 

be reinvested in other ventures to turn more 

profit from sources other than the Church mem-

bers. Instead, the money evaporates out of the 

system. Thus, Scientology as a business in relig-

ious dress does not make sense, as its profitable 

ventures do not feed a business machine.

In reality, Scientology is about neither relig-

ion nor money by themselves: it is a religion of 

money. The pursuit of money feeds a hunger that 

is far darker in nature than a simple greed for 

profit. Hubbard’s psychological need to obtain 

absolute control over others manifested itself in 

him obtaining as much of the church’s members’ 

wealth as possible. These financial and emotional 

investments entwined members into The Church 

and strengthened Hubbard’s personal power 

over them. To fulfill this insatiable need for 

dominance, Hubbard established himself as the 

infallible prophet of Scientology. He thus gained 

access to a constantly growing population of 

people eager to realize their own potential by 

completely submitting to his will. He alone was 

the source of Scientology’s ideals, religious doc-

trine, and path to enlightenment, and he contin-

ues to be that, even after death. 

These dark motivations for a religion of greed 

are not entirely unprecedented. Hubbard’s relig-

ious pretext for the sake of personal income has a 

parallel in Joseph Conrad’s portrayal of the Euro-

pean colonists’ missionary greed in Heart of Dark-

ness.  The Europeans had come down to the Bel-

gium Congo under the philanthropic pretext of 

spreading Christianity and modernizing the na-

tive population, but this farce masks the truth that 

they are only there to collect a profit from gather-

ing Ivory. One of the most profitable of these im-

migrants is Kurtz, a man who has “collected, bar-

tered, swindled, or stolen more ivory than all the 

other agents together” (Conrad 107). Ivory is the 

main conquest of most of the colonists who have 

flocked to the Congo, but for Kurtz, “that [ivory] 

was not the point” (Conrad 107). The point, Con-

rad shows us, is that Kurtz has this “gift of ex-

pression,” a presence of voice that entrances those 

around him, allowing him to manipulate others 

into following his cause. The ivory, like the relig-

ious pretense of the colonists, is only another pre-

text for a deeper motive. The power obtained by 

the manipulation of others is Kurtz’s true con-

quest. 

A similar underlying concern with the domi-

nation of others can be seen in Hubbard’s psycho-

therapeutic technique of “auditing.” Similar to 

suppressing or erasing memories, Dianetic ther-

apy aimed to locate and erase “engrams,” memo-

ries from this or a previous life, to lighten the 

burdens they place on the subjects mind (Wallis 

26). One Dianetic method used to do this is the 

repeater method of auditing. The purpose of the 

“activity was to get the pre-clear to return to the 

‘basic area,’ that is, the area of pre-natal experi-

ence… erasing later life engrams until the indi-

vidual was cleared” (Wallis 29). After the patient 

was put into a dreamlike state called the Dianetic 

reverie, they would begin the therapy. During the 

therapy session, if the subject was unable to estab-
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lish the next engramic incident, they would be 

ordered to “verbalize this inability with a phrase 

such as ‘I can’t go back at this point’….repeat the 

phrase over and over again” (Wallis 29).  The fol-

lowing transcript is from such an incident, which 

took place during a public auditing session done 

by L. Ron Hubbard himself on September 28, 

1951:

Woman: All I get is ‘Take her away’.

Hubbard: Go over that again

Woman: Take her away [repeated three 

times].

Hubbard: Go over it again.

Woman: Take her away.

Hubbard: Go over it again.

Woman: No, no, I won’t

Hubbard: Go over it again.

Woman: I won’t, I won’t, I won’t, I won’t.

Hubbard: Go over it again—take her away. 

Go over the phrase again. Take her away.

Woman: Take her away [crying] No, no.

Hubbard: Go over the phrase, take her away.

Woman: Take…take [crying], no, no.

Hubbard: Go over the words ‘no, no’.

Woman: No, no, no.

Hubbard: Go over it again.

Woman: No.

Hubbard: Go over it again.

Woman: [Moaning]…don’t…

Hubbard: Go over it again, go over ‘don’t’.

Woman: [Crying].

Hubbard: Go over the word ‘don’t’.

Woman: Don’t, don’t, don’t, don’t, [Etc.].” 

(Wallis 29-30)

This process of hypnosis through repetition to 

reach enlightenment is not a new method and is 

even common amongst spiritual gatherings to-

day. Spiritual groups often use repetitious chants 

to connect with the universe, communicate with 

ancestors, or simply send themselves into states 

of meditation. In Heart of Darkness, the natives of 

the Congo also practiced a hypnotic percussion 

and chant, but with the addition of violent out-

bursts that shocked them out of their calm state 

of mind. Marlow, in the midst of the jungle, wit-

nesses their ritual: 

The monotonous beating of a big drum filled 

the air with muffled shocks and a lingering 

vibration. A steady droning sound of many 

men chanting each to himself some weird 

incantation… had a strange narcotic effect 

upon my half-awake senses. I believe I dozed 

off leaning over the rail, till an abrupt burst of 

yells, an overwhelming outbreak of a pent-up 

and mysterious frenzy, woke me up in a be-

wildered wonder. It was cut short all at once, 

and the low droning went on with an effect of 

audible and soothing silence (Conrad 131). 

The sleep-inducing lucid effect of the “monoto-

nous beating” of the drums and the “droning 

sound” of the chanting is similar to that which 

would be experienced during the repetitive tech-

nique of auditing. While the Dianetic reverie 

would put the subject into a half-asleep state, the 

repetition would get to work on the subconscious, 

repeating words until distress and causing the 

subject to become frightened, then feel re-

lieved—much like Marlow feels “sooth[ed]” after 

the sudden yelling. The process numbs the sub-

ject to what is really happening, which is to say it 

brainwashes them. The process, while satisfying 

the need to dominate the subject, fools them into 

feeling purified and enlightened. The subject will 

tell themselves that the distress and submission is 

essential to the process, interpreting any resis-

tance as a personal weakness to be punished by 

this repetitious droning of words and phrases. 

This would cause the subject to feel better after a 

repeater session, leading them to believe that they 

had been cured of weakness and allowing them to 

become masters, physically and spiritually, of a 

more profitable life.

Indeed, Scientology often lures its followers 

with the promise of mastering wordly concerns 

such as work and social life. In Hubbard’s book, 

The Problem of Work, he explicitly states that “Sci-

entology can and does change human behavior 

for the better,…increase human intelli-
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gence,…[and] pull the years off one’s appear-

ance” (Hubbard 13). One could argue that these 

things would indeed make life easier. Increased 

intelligence would increase productivity, better 

behavior would increase the happiness found in 

life, and a youthful appearance would superfi-

cially make for a better social life. But these are all 

such superficial desires, one that someone who 

seeks spiritual enlightenment would not be 

overly concerned with. If one were to list the rea-

sons to follow a religion about enlightenment, 

why list shallow gains and not its spiritual ad-

vantages? If the aim is not ultimately to appeal to 

one’s desire for a successful life, then why spell 

out the worldly advantages of scientology? Dis-

guising the worldly intent seems to only make it 

painfully clear that his real intent is to recruit the 

reader into Scientology, even if it is not enlight-

enment that they seek. Though it is enlighten-

ment that would be the ultimate goal—the con-

clusion that ends all worldly problems—Hubbard 

only acknowledges what may spur the readers of 

its generation, in this case the “Problem with 

Work” that concerned people in the economic 

circumstances of the late 1980s.

This tactic of using abstract religious goals to 

justify personal gain is much like the psychology 

of the colonists in Heart of Darkness.  Conrad calls 

the colonists “weak-eyed devils” because of their 

blindness: they came down to the Congo with the 

pretext of spreading religion but were actually 

there to oversee the collection of ivory and profit 

from it. Weak-eyed devils, by nature, do not go 

out and collect the ivory themselves; instead they 

manipulate others into doing the dirty work and 

reap the profits. In their intentions there is “an air 

of plotting…[that] was as unreal as everything 

else—as the philanthropic pretense for the whole 

concern, as their talk, as their government, as 

their show of work. The only real feeling was a 

desire to get appointed to a trading-post where 

ivory was to be had, so that they could earn per-

centages” (Conrad 74).  The goals of the pilgrims 

in the Congo may have once been to spread relig-

ion and give aid to those in need, or perhaps they 

had just thoroughly convinced themselves of that 

they were of pure intention; but whatever their 

original intent, it now had developed into a pre-

text for amassing wealth by means of collecting 

ivory. Though Scientology has always been fo-

cused on “the study of life,” or bettering the qual-

ity of life one experiences through introspection 

and Dianetics, it had become a practice that was 

heavily dependent on the guidance of the church 

and its auditors. Dianetics may also have started 

out as a practice with the interest of bettering 

lives, but it has developed into a system that hides 

behind an spiritual pretext, appealing to a surface 

truth of worldly successes and hiding a dark inner 

truth. Weak-eyed devils are weak-eyed because 

they cannot see past the surface of religious and 

financial conquests and are blind to the truth that 

drives them to come to the Congo. Scientologists 

are blinded by their brilliant intentions and by the 

veneer of greed, both of which make them too 

“weak-eyed” to see the underlying struggle for 

domination.

The inner truth behind the surface motives of 

material gain is what Kurtz recognizes as “the 

horror” at the end of Heart of Darkness (Conrad 

139). This is when Kurtz, who had for so long 

concerned himself with “incidents of the surface,” 

like amassing his ivory and participating in ritual 

sacrifices, finally realizes the inner truth of his 

actions (Conrad 89). All of his violence was for the 

sake of violence and primal domination and not 

for his deceiving abstractions of enlightenment 

and greed. For Kurtz, at least for a while, “the in-

ner truth is hidden—luckily, luckily” and he is 

able to focus on the surface truth, without end 

and without guilt (Conrad 89). Kurtz's belief that 

he is an enlightened being creates an environment 

in which he is entitled to do what he desires, 

masking not only the surface deceptions of 

greediness but also the inner truth of pure, uncon-

trollable violence within him. It is because that he 

does not realize the inner truth that he can go own 

without guilt. 

Like Kurtz, Scientology strongly discourages 

its members from questioning the quasi-religious 
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front for the organization’s money-hoarding. Wal-

lis, while studying sociology at Nuttfield College 

in Oxford, analyzes the manipulation of the 

members of the church:

As one progresses further up the grades and 

levels of training it becomes increasingly dif-

ficult to admit disagreements or doubts…. 

Disagreement might suggest that one had 

‘falsely attested’ to the earlier grades and lev-

els, requiring that one retake them, have a 

‘review,’ or become subject to ethics penalties. 

Doubts and disagreements, as matters for 

remedy, have costly consequences, and the 

incentives are therefore entirely in favor of 

easy acquiescence (Wallis 179).

Those who have given “the commitment of time, 

money and ego-involvement” are also happily 

ignorant of the inner truth they share with their 

church: self-aggrandizement. They are able to 

continue in their ways without qualms as long as 

they do not know the true meaning of their ac-

tions. The church gives them all the reasons they 

need to reject any suggestion of their worldly in-

tentions, since members have dedicated so much 

of their being to the church and the slightest 

doubt will result in the church taking all of that 

away. Suppressing the inner truth of the church is 

the only way to ensure a place among friends in 

Scientology.

Surface truth is a belief put into action. One 

does not necessarily need to know the true reason 

behind their actions, only what they abstract their 

actions to mean in their belief system. Scientology 

followers are put into a curriculum that would 

slowly raise them grade level by grade level to 

the fully enlightened state of an “Operating 

Thetan.” As Wallis ascertained from his study of 

the followers’ educational process: “One’s pur-

pose in continuing involvement has become not 

the achievement of some particular improvement 

that, however nebulously, one had identified in 

oneself, but the achievement of a goal identified 

by the organization, by means which it alone 

provides. The client has become transmuted into 

a follower” (Wallis 180). The unattainable goal des-

ignated by the church of Scientology fulfills its 

purpose by endlessly entwining the followers 

emotionally and financially. The surface truth is 

the follower’s educational regimen used to 

achieve spiritual enlightenment. The inner truth 

of the process is to trap followers into an educa-

tional system in which they can rise in rank above 

other members, but from which they can never 

graduate.

As a member of the church is mutated into a 

follower, they become an actualization of what 

Conrad calls the “red-eyed devils”—the brutal, 

but honest, savages. Red-eyed devils are people 

whose sight is stained with the passion of action. 

They do not operate on abstractions or pursue 

any other aim than completing the goal set by 

their superiors. In Heart of Darkness, red-eyed dev-

ils are exemplified by the Roman Empire’s army: 

conquerors and men of action. They would pil-

lage the city-states, taking claim of their land and 

other necessities in the name of the Roman Em-

pire and then leave (Conrad 48-50). The only 

thing that gave them direction was a goal desig-

nated by a ruler. Obtaining land and supplies is 

very much a tangible and necessary goal, unlike 

an abstract goal such as obtaining wealth, which 

can be amassed to no end. It is the weak-eyed 

devils—the modern European “pilgrims”—that 

establish abstracted goals of conquest—though, 

not so much as a substitute for the Romans’ pas-

sionate greed as a multiplier of their bloodlust. 

This is exemplified by the “pilgrims” in Heart of 

Darkness, who use their intentions of improving 

the natives’ lives by converting them to Christian-

ity to mask their true intentions of attaining 

wealth through ivory (Conrad 48-50). The goals of 

the weak-eyed devils are so abstracted—so insati-

able—that they result in them taking what they 

want but then staying, because they desire to take 

to no end.

The “weak-eyed devils” in the Church of Sci-

entology do not openly seek to obtain the money 

of the members, but hide behind the intention 
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that they will better their lives by providing them 

with the teachings that will lead them to enlight-

enment. However, as Dianetics developed into 

Scientology, or more like a business establish-

ment, Hubbard’s position of power was no longer 

secure. True, Hubbard had already accumulated 

quite a lot of wealth, so he was in no need of 

funds to live comfortably, and he was revered as 

the founder of the religion. The problem was that 

his current position in the church did not allow 

him to keep his hand in what the church might 

become, leaving him restless with the insatiable 

need to continue control. Continued manipula-

tion of the movement to suit his agenda would 

require a more powerful seat of office, and no 

position could be more powerful than that of its 

omniscient leader, blessed with exclusive holy 

visions. This drove Hubbard to “claim the new 

gnosis as a revelation into which he had privi-

leged insight” (Wallis 125). Though it seems that 

Hubbard would claim omniscience for purposes 

of securing himself as the main beneficiary of Sci-

entology, in reality it is much more primitive than 

that. The hoarding of wealth, much like Kurtz’s 

endless quest for ivory, was not enough for Hub-

bard. All along, the endless money demanded by 

Hubbard had not been sought to accumulate the 

wealth, but to feed off of the power this pursuit of 

wealth gave him. Kurtz also took over those he 

had taken ivory from. Even though Kurtz had 

taken what he supposedly came for, he still re-

quired the native people’s presence—their awe—

and most of all, their submission. Kurtz and 

Hubbard both have this insatiable need to domi-

nate those around them, to feed their insatiable 

human need for power over their subjects, raising 

themselves over others to sanctify their own exis-

tences and give meaning to their own lives.

Hubbard’s confidence in his prophecy created 

a self-assured charisma that intimidated those 

around him to the point of utter domination. The 

moment that Hubbard had blessed himself with 

the exclusive gift of sight, he had made himself 

the sole prophet of his religion. All doctrine of 

Scientology, even after his death, is based on 

Hubbard’s word and his alone. He had made 

himself the bearer of all secrets of existence, the 

only one who knows the path to enlightenment 

(Neusner 229). This is similar to Kurtz, who 

physically descended into the Congolese jungle 

and then ascended from it a creature of myth on 

the tips of the pilgrims’ tongues and a great and 

terrible being that the savages sought after in 

awe. When Kurtz raised himself to that state of 

being, he became the source of truth, as he only 

looked inward for true enlightenment. His gift of 

charm and intimidation allowed him to not only 

obtain his ivory but also to bewilder those around 
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him with the hunger and endless violence in his 

soul. Kurtz became the truth bearer, for he alone 

had “the gift of expression, the bewildering, the 

illuminating, the most exalted and the most con-

temptible, the pulsating stream of light, or the 

deceitful flow from the heart of an impenetrable 

darkness” (Conrad 107). Hubbard had started as 

the revered and trusted leader of Scientology, but 

his claim of exclusive prophecy pushed him into 

the state godhood.

Part of what suggests such power in gods is 

their power to move people so significantly with-

out being physically present. Kurtz is a being that 

has this power. Even though Kurtz had been in 

the heart of the Congolese jungle for so long, he 

was still able to have a profound effect on his co-

workers and even on Marlow, the protagonist, 

who hadn’t even seen him in the flesh before. 

When Marlow learns that Kurtz might even be 

dead before they retrieve him from deep in the 

jungle, he realizes what power Kurtz has over 

him by analyzing his own disappointment. Mar-

low realizes that he “had never imagined him as 

doing… but as discoursing…. The man presented 

himself as a voice. Not of course that I did not 

connect him with some sort of action… [Kurtz’s 

Voice] carried with it a sense of real presence.” 

Kurtz—even through so many degrees of social 

separation—had profoundly affected Marlow and 

changed his goal for being in the Congo. Marlow 

had no longer come to explore; he had come to 

desperately want to “hear him.” Kurtz’s power of 

vocal presence is a gift that makes him godlike, 

much like Hubbard. 

Hubbard also has been credited with having 

an “intoxicating” voice by his followers (Mooney 

47). Mooney, commenting on the many audio 

files of Hubbard, states that it is key that “While 

we cannot see L. Ron Hubbard as he is speaking, 

we do hear his voice” (Mooney 47-48). This can 

be interpreted in different ways. Firstly, now that 

his voice and doctrine is preserved as an audio 

file, Scientology can live on as he intended it, and 

his voice can be taken as the voice that delivers 

doctrine, much like a prophet or even a god. Sec-

ondly, it reasserts his godliness in a sense that he 

does not have to be physically present for his 

voice to have power over to those who will listen. 

Hubbard is talented in the way that he manipu-

lates his audience by the manner that he delivers 

his oratories. As Mooney explains, “He manages a 

style that is at once conversational and assured… 

[using] enough hesitations…to suggest that this is 

not a script learnt in minute detail and delivered” 

(Mooney 48). By using these techniques, Hubbard 

helps the potential member to feel more like 

they’re listening to a friend they can trust rather 

than like they’re being indoctrinated to a religious 

view.  The charisma in Hubbard’s voice manifests 

itself into a powerful energy that compels them to 

passionate purpose. 

Scientology has been protested for many rea-

sons: for being too much like a business, or a self-

help scam, or oppressing its members. All of these 

reasons have merit, but one must remember that, 

as Marlow said of Kurtz’s ivory lust, “that was 

not the point” (Conrad 107). Looking past layer 

upon layer of abstractions of enlightenment and 

money, we can see an even darker inner truth that 

vies for absolute dominance over everything and 

everyone. Hubbard’s control maintains its hold 

over others even after his death. The idea of him 

is now an insatiable hunger that has been nour-

ished to thrive without any earthly vessel. Hub-

bard, much like Kurtz, is now an idea that com-

pels red-eyed and weak-eyed devils alike to pur-

sue unobtainable goals they do not understand 

for rewards they can never secure. However, such 

a devilish compulsion is not only given birth by 

such characters as Hubbard and Kurtz. The inner 

truth is the monster that exists in all of humanity, 

compelling us forward without direction.
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