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Fido and His Feelings

Some say that a dog is a man’s best friend, and for some, this is entirely true. But
scientists and dog lovers alike have begun to wonder whether a dog, through only body lan-
guage, vocalizations, and eye contact, can truly provide the kind of emotional connection that
a human friend can. Many dog lovers would argue in favor of this, but the subject begs the
question of whether or not dogs are simply being anthropomorphized by canine-obsessed own-
ers. Although some owners would passionately assert that Fido certainly loves them and is part
of the family (much like a child), the question remains whether a dog reciprocates this ardent
infatuation or is simply doing his best to communicate his desire for another bowl of kibble.
The complicated science of human-canine social interaction is vital to understanding a canine’s
intentions. Through the use of body language, vocalizations, and eye contact, dogs communi-
cate and process emotion, and are not simply displaying instinctual behaviors.

Much can be learned about canine social behavior from the study of nonverbal human
interaction, both body language and eye contact, which communicates emotions in a way that
speaking cannot achieve. The subtle cues that are given through the placement and demeanor
of a person’s body are large indicators of that person’s emotional climate. Shifting, for exam-
ple, to a stance with arms crossed and feet planted firmly, “indicates anxiety which is either
driven by a lack of trust in the other person or an internal discomfort and sense of vulnerabili-
ty” (Arm Body Language). This simple change in stance has the ability to communicate what
words do not always achieve; that there has been a minute change in an individual’s emotion
that is too subtle to be conveyed through conversation. While each body position may indicate
different emotions in different social circumstances, body language, along with the context of

the situation, can communicate emotion that would not have been perceived through the spo-



ken word. By conveying these small changes in emotion, “nonverbal communication forms a
social language that is in many ways richer and more fundamental” than conversing in spoken
language (Mlodinow). The complexities of human emotion cannot be communicated through
the limited vocabulary of languages, and body language has the ability to express nuance, thus
being an informative mode of communication between two attentive beings. For instance,
when two people are engaged in a conversation and one of them avoids making eye contact
with the other, it is communicated that the individual is feeling uncomfortable or evasive,
information that may not have been available through the carefully edited words that were ex-
changed. Additionally, eye contact, another important form of non-verbal communication, can
indicate the relationship between two communicating individuals. Psychologists have begun
to collect data to determine the significance of eye contact in determining social status, and
have concluded that people “automatically adjust the amount of time [they] spend looking into
another’s eyes as a function of [their] relative social position” (Mlodinow). Leonard Mlodinow
of Psychology Today describes this statistic:
For example, if, no matter who is talking, you spend the same amount of time looking
away, your ratio would be 1.0. But if you tend to look away more often while you are
speaking than when you are listening, your ratio will be less than 1.0...That quotient...
is a revealing statistic. It is called the ‘visual dominance ratio.’ If reflects your position
on the social dominance hierarchy relative to your conversation partner. A visual dom-
inance ration near 1.0, or larger, is characteristic of people with relatively high social
dominance.
This discovery implies that eye contact and nonverbal communication not only communicate
emotion, but also are a guide to deciphering the relationship between the two conversing indi-
viduals. The significance of degree of eye contact cannot be overstated; it is a nonverbal form
of body language communication that is capable of conveying much more than words could
ever achieve, and even has the ability to indicate the dominant and submissive parties in a

conversation. Nonverbal modes of communication between humans, while complex and some-



times largely unnoticed, are a fundamental form of communication between people, as well
as between humans and animals, and assist in communicating the fine distinctions of human
emotion that cannot be expressed in words. Much like humans, canines rely heavily on body
language to communicate their emotions across the species barrier.

Dogs communicate their emotions mainly through body language, and each part of
their body can give clues as to what emotion is present. A dog’s ears, while varying in size and
shape between breeds (poodles have soft, floppy ears, while Yorkshire terriers have pricked
ears that hold their shape), can be extremely expressive and can show an attentive human what
the dog is feeling. If a dog’s ears are flat against the sides of his head, “he’s signaling that he’s
frightened or feeling submissive” (ASPCA). When a dog is alert, he will raise his ears higher
on his head and point them toward his area of interest. A relaxed dog will have soft, relaxed
ears, mirroring his relaxed emotions. Reading the body language cues of a dog’s ears can be
informative, and a dog’s human companion may, with time, begin to anticipate a dog’s actions
and emotions based on the shape of the ears and the tension with which they are held. The
mouth is another region that can be immensely expressive and indicative of a dog’s emotions.
A mouth that is relaxed is likely to belong to a relaxed dog, while a tense grin is a sign of
submission. In this case, dogs will “pull their lips up vertically and display their front teeth,”
which is often misinterpreted as aggression (ASPCA). However, aggression is displayed when
a dog “retracts his lips to expose his teeth,” warning the threatening party to not come any
closer (ASPCA). These small adjustments to the facial features of a dog are highly informa-
tive and speak even louder than a bark. To a watchful person, they signal the presence of clear
emotions and communicate the feelings of the dog in any situation. Knowledge of this body
language communication can assist in preventing outbreaks of violence between dogs, or can
save a human from interacting negatively with an aggressive animal. Another major means of
communication is a dog’s tail, which can communicate a variety of emotions. While commonly
interpreted as joy, a wagging tail can indicate aggression, and “a dog who isn’t wagging his tail

can still be friendly,” despite common thought otherwise (ASPCA). Generally, a happy dog



will “wag [his tail] gently from side to side,” and a scared dog will hold his tail up against his
stomach (ASPCA). The motion and rigidity of the tail communicates a variety of emotions,
and can help clue an owner in to what their companion may be feeling. The body language of
dogs helps communicate with both strangers and owners, as the interpretation of signals from
all areas of the body help promote positive interactions between dogs and humans by providing
information about the dog’s emotions. Each emotion that a dog feels corresponds to a specific
body posture and overall appearance of the dog.

A dog communicates emotion with his entire body, and each emotion is linked to a
different set of expressions and postures. When a dog is feeling happy, he will look distinctly
different from when he is feeling scared or anxious. The American Society for the Prevention
of Cruelty to Animals states that when a dog is content:

His muscles are relaxed, his tail and ears are held in their natural positions, and he

looks neither large nor small for his physique. He might wag his tail from side to

side or in a circular motion. His facial expression is neutral or he appears happy—the

muscles in his face are relaxed, his mouth is closed or slightly opened, and he might be

panting with a regular tempo. The corners of his mouth (called the commissure) might
be turned upwards slightly, as though he’s smiling (ASPCA).
This relaxed posture indicates that a dog is feeling true emotion, as it expresses a relaxed
demeanor much like that of a relaxed human, and is not displayed solely for the obtainment
of food or praise. The communication of emotion through total body posture and demeanor is
important, as it can clue humans and other dogs into what the dog in question is feeling, and
is a critical signal in understanding that dogs do feel emotions, and respond to them much like
humans do. Contrasting with contentment, fear is expressed in a series of postures and manner-
isms that indicate a desire to hide. When scared, a dog will make “his body...hunched, with his
tail held low or tucked” up against his belly (ASCPA). This hunched and fearful stance speaks
louder than any words exchanged between humans, as it communicates a visceral feeling that

anyone who has ever experienced fear can relate to. The desire to contract the body into a



smaller stance when afraid is a natural response to intense emotion, and a dog’s displaying of
this body language is understood well by any onlooker and warns them that the dog is intense-
ly afraid of something nearby. Other emotions, such as playful and excited, are expressed sim-
ilarly through body language. A playful dog will exhibit “jerky and bouncy” behaviors, and an
excited dog will appear “natural in size, but his weight might be centered over his rear legs as
he prepares to move” (ASPCA). As a dog’s emotion is easily understood through the expres-
sion of body language, it is effectively communicated to other dogs and humans alike through
specific body postures and changes in overall demeanor. The total-body communication of
dogs is a powerful tool, as it enables them to communicate emotions across the species barrier.
Some canine behaviorists, however, view dogs’ communication style with humans as
having no emotional significance. These behaviorists take an impartial and detached approach
that looks only at physical behavior and pays little attention to where the behavior may be
coming from, whether emotional or otherwise. In doing so, these behaviorists rule out any
opportunity to understand the canine psyche, and turn their backs on an exciting new wave of
discoveries about the bonding experience between two communicating beings not belonging to
the same species. This approach looks at a canine’s body language and defines it as an “unemo-
tional state of being” (Milani). This method of behavioral analysis ignores the physiological
evidence of present hormones or the emotional implications of eye contact and total-body com-
munication. Some scientists assert that canine postures commonly interpreted as emotion are in
reality no more than a product of natural selection. Celia Haddon of the Daily Mail reports that
Veterinary scientist Dr. Susan Hazel claims:
Those sad eyes, wrinkled brows, and averted eyes are not signs of shame. The owners
are just failing to read signs of distress and anxiety from being chastised. A dog’s abili-
ty to look apologetic for an angry owner is actually evidence of how they have adapted
to living with humans over thousands of years. In other words, dogs know to keep their
meal ticket happy (Haddon).

This analysis of canine body language that is typically read as guilt is characteristic of some-



one who believes dogs are not capable of communicating complex emotions. Hazel ignores
the fact that dogs routinely display numerous body postures in response to human emotion,
and modify their responses based on their own personalities and the person and emotion being
presented. This flexible and very individual response to human emotion is in no way merely
communicating instinct, as it is a much too intricate and delicate an interaction to be blamed
on pure evolution. The way that dogs read and reciprocate body language signs--such as that of
displaying shame in response to an angry owner--is indicative of their sensitivity to emotional
communication and is a clear marker of the communication abilities of the canine brain.
While the opinion that dogs do not respond to pure emotion is understandable, it over-
looks the large amount of data present that supports the existence of more intricate emotions
in dogs. Dogs’ neurological similarity to other mammals that experience emotion suggests that
they feel complex emotions as well. Scientists have “claimed that other mammals with whom
dogs share the same neural bases for emotion do experience guilt, pride, shame, and other
complex emotions, [so] there’s no reason why dogs cannot” (Bekoff 86). The belief that dogs
are unable to communicate and process emotions is overshadowed by the overwhelming pres-
ence of new research proving the existence of canine emotions. For example, a recent study
led by neuroscientist Attila Andics researching neural responses to human and canine vocal
cues in dogs supports the claim that dogs process and communicate emotion. In the study,
dogs’ brains were scanned as they listened to a variety of sounds; human vocalizations, canine
vocalizations, and neutral environment sounds. The data suggests that emotion and auditory
sensitive regions in the brain are present in both dogs and humans and that “these regions all
responded stronger to more positive vocalizations” (Andics). The fact that canines possess a
structure similar to humans that processes emotional undertones in vocal cues is indicative of
the presence of emotional communication in the canine psyche and presents evidence in favor
of emotionally laden communication between dogs and humans. The way that dogs commu-
nicate through body language in response to both humans and canines is proof that their mind

encompasses emotion when communicating through body language and vocalizations, and that



these reactions are not simple instincts performed to obtain a food reward.

Through a complex system of body language, eye contact, and vocalizations, dogs are
capable of processing and expressing intricate and evolved emotions that differ from simple
instinctual responses. Human body language is a subtle yet powerful process that allows the
communication of underlying emotions between the interacting individuals. Dogs use similar
means of body language, as each part of their body can help indicate the particular emotion
they are feeling. A dog’s overall posture and demeanor also communicates the presence of and
discrete changes in emotions. Some animal behaviorists believe that all canine reactions are
rooted in instinct and reflex, but a large body of research in brain activity proves that this is
not the case. As dogs are important companions in current society, it is useful to understand
how their minds work in order to improve the relationship between dogs and humans. Many
dogs are abused or neglected simply because people view them as objects instead of emotional
beings. If people truly understand that dogs are worth more than a few hundred dollars and a
bowl of kibble, then the lives of those neglected canine companions can be changed for the
better. Dogs are emotionally attached companions; they depend on humans for food, love, and
shelter, and so they form bonds with these “owners” that make them become part of the family.
It is as if they are children; they are messy, frustrating, adorable, and ultimately loveable to the

point that nothing and no one can replace them.
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The Plight of the ‘Ungrateful” Alcoholics

“I realized after all these years, I am not upset to be an alcoholic, I am a grateful
alcoholic.” Those were the words of one of the nearly twenty speakers at the Alcoholics
Anonymous meeting I attended, and they struck quite the chord with me, shifting my
entire plan for this paper. Alcoholics Anonymous, AA for short, is a nonprofit organiza-
tion that seeks to assist those who look for help with their addictions, it is specifically
designed for alcohol, but in reality they accept anybody with a similar problem. Addic-
tion can come in many forms and for any number of reasons, and I attended an Alcoholics
Anonymous meeting to gain knowledge on the topic and look for general trends, while
also investigating if AA is truly efficacious for all addicts and what, outside of the pro-
gram, can be done for those AA does not work for.

As I first sat down at the meeting, explaining my reason for being there to a reg-
ular member of this group, someone nearby interjected that, “You’ll be disappointed by
this meeting. Everyone here is pretty stable.” At first I didn’t quite understand what he
meant. The room fit my stereotypical perception of what it should be — probably twenty
by thirty feet or so, with tables in the middle ringed by chairs. There was very little in
the way of decorations on the nearly pure white walls, the only thing standing out being
the posters of the Twelve Steps and Traditions, along with a long saying about alcohol-
ism. My preconceived understanding of an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting at that time
was that each one was very serious, with a diverse cast, most of which would remain
silent while others who have been in the program for a longer time proselytize in a fairly
religious manner for the remainder of the session until the younger, charismatic, group
leader calls for discussion to come to a close. I was expecting to walk in to a near-silent
room with little in the way of jokes and laughing — maybe there a sense of relief or per-
haps satisfaction in one’s own accomplishments in abstinence. There would be people of
almost any age range, from some being in their late teens, to some being elderly, with the
elderly or middle aged serving as mentors of a sort for their younger compatriots. I knew
that some of these preconceptions would obviously prove to be false, but what I did not

see coming was that nearly all of my expectations were to be shattered by this meeting.



I showed up to the meeting around twenty minutes early so I could meet with the
leader before everybody else came in. As soon as I walked in and sat down I was greeted
in an extremely friendly and relaxed manner by the first person I saw, who I then pro-
ceeded to explain my purpose at the meeting to. He was probably in his late thirties, but
balding and with a tired look. Despite his obvious weariness, he had a very kind face
about him, and explained to me the basics of how Alcoholics Anonymous works in fairly
simple terms. I wish I could say that the first thing I noticed was that everybody instant-
ly recognized that I was new, and welcomed me to the meeting, but I have to admit that
that had hardly registered at the time. The very first thing I noticed destroyed my original
expectation of diversity. The first person I met was probably in his late thirties, but every
single person that greeted me afterward must have been over fifty years old, some even
reaching their seventies and eighties. Their surprise at seeing a nineteen year old among
them was patently obvious. Even through this surprise, not one of them, even those who
did not know my purpose there, questioned why someone my age was attending an AA
meeting. They simply accepted that [ was a part of the meeting from that point on.

With my expectation of diversity in the meeting crushed, I was beginning to
question what else I could have been wrong about -- I was not expecting to be proven
wrong again almost instantaneously. Ten minutes before the meeting started, the leader
for that day came in. The man was in his late fifties to mid-sixties, a Vietnam veteran and
ex-biker. It was plain to tell just by looking at him that he had been through quite a bit
in his life. My notion that the leader would be young and charismatic was not only out
the window at that point, but I questioned why I even thought that in the first place. The
man, Bruce Hosmer, gave me quite the life story during our interview after the meeting.
He had started drinking and smoking at a young age, quickly moving in to harder drugs
after his stint in Vietnam. Mr. Hosmer did not even think he needed help until he was
thrown from his motorcycle nearly thirty years ago. He was announced dead on arrival
to the hospital that night, and said to me that he had an out of body experience in which
he realized how low he had sunken in his life. When he was revived by medical staff, he
knew he had to change, and from that day on stayed sober. He led quite an eventful life to
get up to this point, where he now helps others manage their addictions, and I was quite
surprised he made it out of any of that quite so intact.

As the meeting time drew closer, the room slowly filled, but never quite reached
half capacity, as it was a meeting at eight thirty in the morning on a Sunday. I had expect-
ed people to solemnly walk in, but it was as if they were one big family, everybody knew

each other and laughed together. According to an article by Anna Deeds, both a licensed



counselor and a recovering addict herself who has attended many meetings, sessions she
attended always began with the proctor having hit the table to get everybody to quiet
down and take their seats. They would then proceed to begin the group process of saying
the first four lines of the Serenity Prayer, and which led in to the readings of the Twelve
Steps, from which the term “12-Step Program” is derived, and Twelve Traditions. They
would then ask for new attendees to introduce themselves and if anybody present felt the
desire to drink. This would all followed by a celebration of anybody’s duration without
drinking or having abused any substance, known as ‘Clean Time’. From the get-go, this
meeting was dissimilar to Deeds’ description. Someone other than the chairman was the
one to quiet the group down and begin all of the activities, I actually assumed that per-
son was the leader, since Hosmer didn’t really have much presence at first, until I was
told otherwise after it was all over. On top of this discrepancy, the Serenity Prayer was
skipped entirely in the opening. I was very surprised to find out that this part would be
skipped, as I had taken the organization to be very religious, focusing almost exclusively
on God. From there, nobody was asked whether or not they wanted to drink, and there
was no mention of this concept of clean time. There were similarities between the ide-
alized perspective and my experience though, as there was a reading of the Twelve Tra-
ditions of and Twelve Steps, albeit in a rushed and quiet manner, and the asking of any
newcomers to announce their presence. This is where similarities in the opening of meet-
ings end.
Within the first ten minutes, this meeting had already broken a good deal of the general-
izations made by Deeds, but from that point onward, it actually remained mostly faithful
to the formula. There are many types of Alcoholics Anonymous assemblies, such as, “[s]
peaker meetings,” which involve a guest member of the organization to expose their tale
of addiction and salvation to inspire others, and “discussion meetings,” in which partic-
ular topics are discussed by each member for a few minutes a piece. There are also open
or closed meetings, open being available to anyone interested, such as family and friends
of an addict, and closed being available only to addicts themselves (Deeds). The meeting
I attended seemed to be open, as they let an expressed non-alcoholic attend, as well as
a cross between the discussion and speaker meeting formats. The topic appeared to be
talking about recent events in their lives, as well as their stories of addiction and over-
coming it.

Most every single person in the room said their peace, myself included, breaking
yet another preconception I had that most people would stay silent. Many of the stories

they told were heartbreaking, such as the man who, after becoming sober, stayed so-



ber for around ten years through his seven week old daughter dying in her sleep, going
through cancer, and now fighting leukemia. This man had pretty much everything life
can throw at someone thrown at him, and he actually managed to stay sober through all
of it. He decided to clean up his act while he was serving in the Navy, more specifically
while he was in a drunken fistfight in the Navy. He was actually too drunk to really fight
back, and realized he had a problem when he, and I quote, “broke the guy’s fist with [his]
face.” He sobered up and faced so much tragedy while keeping a positive outlook on life,
finishing his story with the lasting words, “if I wanted to be miserable, I am uniquely
qualified. But I’'m not.” Not everybody in the program has such an exciting or sadden-
ing story, but every one of their lives was deeply impacted by drinking, and then again
by Alcoholics Anonymous. After hearing everyone’s stories, [ began to realize what the
man had said to me at the beginning really meant — everybody that attends this particular
meeting has learned how to deal with problems in life, they are all well-adjusted. Eventu-
ally, as we ran out of participants to speak, the meeting winded down to an end, and, just
as Ms. Deeds describes in her article, “[m]ost meetings close with members forming a
circle and reciting... the Serenity Prayer” (Deeds).

Alcoholics Anonymous was founded in 1935. In recent years, the ideas it teach-
es, cutting off all alcohol cold turkey forever and admitting that you are completely
powerless to do this yourself, have come under intense scrutiny by modern scientists
and psychologists. Admittedly, the program had a very noticeable impact on all of these
members’ lives, which is undeniable, but all of them are long time attendees who have a
very firm belief in everything the program teaches. There is no telling how many people
have come to these meetings before and then never come back. Hosmer even admitted
when asked if he sees many attendees slip back into their old habits, “maybe one in seven
people actually stay sober from day one, and if they go out and drink again, maybe one in
three comes back.” With the fact that the Twelve Steps only truly work for a small mi-
nority of those who try it, it is not surprising that there are claims that the program lacks
efficacy for those who do not subscribe to its ideals. I also asked Hosmer if he believed
that AA works for everyone, and his response was that it should, but it requires a moment
of clarity, which is a realization they need help, and that, “what a person would proba-
bly need [for this moment of clarity] is a good amount of desperation. They need to sink
low enough that they know they need help.” This is quite the logical conclusion, that
misery breeds a desire for something bigger than themselves. The Twelve Steps require
that you acknowledge you need a higher power, and that higher power can only really be

found, according to this commonly held feeling, when one simply cannot get any lower,



Hosmer’s case being one of the most extreme examples. I had actually subscribed to this
theory, but now I realize, in the very astute words of researchers paraphrased in Gabri-
elle Glaser’s article, that “[it is] akin to offering antidepressants only to those who have
attempted suicide, or prescribing insulin only after a patient has lapsed into a diabetic
coma” and his quoting of Dr. Mark Willenbring that, “’You might as well tell a guy who
weighs 250 pounds and has untreated hypertension and cholesterol of 300, ‘Don’t ex-
ercise, keep eating fast food, and we’ll give you a triple bypass when you have a heart
attack,””” to show off the illogical nature of this assertion. For the Alcoholics Anonymous
program to actually work, one must realize they need help — but not everybody wants to,
or can, realize that. To suggest that in order to receive help they must risk their life, or
subscribe to the idea that the only thing that can give them back their life is a higher pow-
er is ridiculous.

The human will is quite a remarkable tool, and should not be underestimated or
made interchangeable with the idea of a higher power. Willpower works both for and
against the healing process, as one’s will to use can overpower a weaker will to seek
treatment. There are, however, treatments like Self Management and Recovery Train-
ing, also known as SMART Recovery, which affirm the individual’s power over their
addiction, in an entirely non-spiritual manner (Lloyd). The finding of inner strength can
be even more empowering than the belief in a higher power, as strength can lead to an
increased better ability to fight one’s faults and addictions, while reliance on something
above oneself can harm one’s ability to function alone. SMART Recovery is an excellent
example of something outside of Alcoholics Anonymous that can be done to help a suf-
fering addict who cannot complete the program. Often times it is easy to forget that AA is
simply of one many options that can help deal with dangerous addictions, because it “in-
scrib[ed] itself on the national consciousness and crowding out dozens of newer methods
that have since been shown to work better” (Glaser). There are many much more highly
rated forms of treatment, such as medications which can help treat the symptoms of with-
drawal, or serve as a much less dangerous substitute. When asked what ways the average
person can help an addict, Hosmer actually responded that, “without the program, there
are fewer tools, but just make sure you don’t enable them. Don’t bail them out of jail,
don’t loan them money. Also, ask for help from anybody in NA or AA, ask for help with
an intervention.” Though he does think that Alcoholics Anonymous is the best bet when
it comes to coping with addiction, he had to admit that there were definitely other ways.
The people of America have, “turned a blind eye to addiction,” with the government’s

responses involving turning addiction into a criminal offense proving to be “ineffective...



prohibitively expensive... and can make matters worse.” What is needed is treatment,
with the advanced medicines available today due to modern advances in psychology

and biology (Lloyd). Nothing can truly be done for those suffering, according to Lloyd,
unless we as a people decide to do away with archaic methods of treatment that do not fix
the problem for the majority of people. I am inclined to side with him, as problems like
this are only growing with time.

With all of this mention of programs to cope with addiction, the best, and by far most
proven, method would be prevention. Prevention is the one way to stop the problem of
addiction at its root. A key part of this would be the knowledge of who is more vulnerable
to addiction than others. There is no concrete evidence on who is truly more susceptible,
and according to Mr. Hosmer, when I asked him whether he noticed any specific kind

of person who is more likely than others to become an addict, he said, “I made it hap-
pen in my life, but it can happen to anybody, some people are predisposed, some people
are brought into it by family.” In slight disagreement with this opinion comes the article
Drug Addiction, Unmasked, which states that though there are any number of factors that
can come together to make someone an addict, those that are generally more likely to be
addicted include, but are not limited to the children of current drug abusers, young white
males, people with higher I1Qs, and those that suffer with depression or other mental
illnesses (Bushak). All of these types of people find it easier to obtain drugs and come up
with valid excuses for themselves to use. Many of these cases, especially in the case of
those with mental illness and children of addicts, are easily found in databases based on
mental health records, and arrest records of parents. These two types can be more easily
monitored than many others, and should problems arise, can receive specialized attention.
According to the article Understanding Drug Abuse and Addiction, “[d]rug addiction is

a preventable disease... prevention programs involving families, schools, communities,
and the media are effective in reducing drug abuse.” Programs to help deal with addiction
are definitely a plus any way you look at it, but prevention is almost more necessary than
that, as over time it can remove the need for coping programs.

Often times we forget as a society that alcoholics and other addicts can be in an
immense amount of pain. It is easy to write off their suffering as being caused by their
irresponsible actions that led them to their plight, but it is plain to see once you have
talked to them that they need help, regardless of if it is their fault that they became ad-
dicts in the first place. Prevention is the best method for stopping the addiction problem,
but without effective policies of this in place, it will continue, and methods of coping

must be employed. Most addicts do not attend meetings, because they do not realize that



they have a truly serious problem or do not subscribe to the only place they might turn

to in desperation, Alcoholics Anonymous. While this program has been proven to work
for some, it does not work for many. There are many programs out there that actually can
help those that AA is ineffective for, like medication and visits with medical profession-
als. The suffering of ‘ungrateful’ alcoholics, people that don’t accept their addiction for
what it is or where it has brought them in life, is easily shrugged off, but they are some of
the most in need of our help. Addicts across the country, and the world, every day try to
better themselves, but it is a difficult and constantly ongoing process. In the great words
of a speaker from that fateful Sunday’s meeting, they must, “keep picking all the pieces
of this broken mirror called life up off the floor every morning,” and every time they do,

they can, “get a little bit better of a picture.”
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Trans

Nowadays, everyone seems to know the term “transgender”—it is everywhere. From
celebrities like Caitlyn Jenner to everyday people like Jazz Jennings featured on the reality TV
show I Am Jazz. There is no specific race, age, religion, or sex that transgender people belong
to. There are those who openly transition, such as the ones you see on TV and are open about
their transition. And then there are those who “stealth” transition, or live otherwise normal
lives while transitioning behind closed doors without revealing their status to the rest of the
world. Whatever the preference, the term has found its way into the limelight and the reception
has been mixed. But through all of the hatred and backlash, there exists a community that has
banded together to not only support and uplift one another but to try and make a change in this
unforgiving and unaccommodating world. A community that has stood up for its own to show
the world that this isn’t a choice but merely regular, everyday people simply trying to live their
lives and play the hand they were dealt.

The transitioning process would appear to be 100% physical but it is also very much,
if not just as much, a mental process as well. The toll it takes on an individual to make them-
selves vulnerable to rejection, hatred, and downright humiliation is certainly no easy feat. This
along with the process of sorting these difficult feelings out in the first place could be enough
to lead many transgender persons to attempt suicide or worse. According to the National
Transgender Discrimination Survey, 41% of all transgender individuals have attempted sui-

cide compared to just 4.6% of the general population. Those numbers are staggering. Further



are those who fall victim to violence, hate crimes, or are made homeless because of rejection
by family members. Last year alone, hate crimes against transgender individuals rose by 13%
(Ennis, Dawn). Depression and anxiety are high within the community and these only address
a minute part of this alternative lifestyle.

Once an individual has determined they are or may be transgender, they must obtain a
psych evaluation to determine if they are or aren’t a good candidate to start medically transi-
tioning. According to the WPATH Standards of Care, this part of the process is deemed neces-
sary. It can be a lengthy process but necessary in order to determine if an individual is mentally
capable of moving onto the next step, which in many cases leads to physical changes that are
irreversible. After receiving clearance to start hormone use, many feel they are finally on the
path to becoming the person they always wanted to be. Though this part of the transition can be
extremely exciting, it can also be extremely grueling to those around them who may not yet be
prepared for imminent transformation. It can strain or even break apart existing relationships.
The reality of a loved one physically transitioning before their eyes is far more of a shock than
someone simply stating they wish to make the change.

Testosterone and estrogen are the drugs of choice for transmen and women. If an
adolescent is identifying as transgender there is an option to start on hormone blockers at a
young age in order to stall puberty and determine when and if the child will be ready to begin
hormone replacement therapy at some point. As seen on the TV show I Am Jazz, Jazz Jennings
was implanted with a hormone blocker in order to stop male puberty from occurring. There
are two forms of hormone blockers: injection and implant form. Injections are approximately
$1,200 a month while implants can range anywhere from $4,500 to $18,000 (Boghani, Priyan-
ka). If a child or adult is deemed ready to begin hormone replacement therapy, those costs can
vary as well. Estrogen comes in pill form and can be as little as $4 up to $30 a month and for
testosterone anywhere from as little as $20 to as much as $200 per vial and then of course the
associated costs for syringes (Boghani, Priyanka).

For many, the transition does not simply stop once hormones are introduced and the



body takes on physical changes. For some who have already experienced puberty, their body
has taken on permanent physical changes that can only be undone through surgery. And there
is also a matter of genitalia that to them, does not belong there. Nowadays, there are numerous
options to have surgical procedures done; both medically necessary and cosmetic in nature in
order to obtain a better overall appearance as the gender they desire. For a female-to-male the
procedure(s) can cost upwards of $50,000, while male-to-female procedure(s) can cost any-
where from $7,000 to $24,000 (Toro, Ross). Hundreds of these types of procedures are per-
formed each year and the numbers are growing. Additionally, the amount of surgeons available
are also increasing as more and more are helping the community seek out and obtain proper
and affordable medical procedures.

These necessary and life-changing procedures can be quite hefty in cost, especially
if an individual is not able to get their procedures covered or if they find they are in need of
more than one procedure. It wasn’t until recently that a few health insurance companies started
recognizing the medical necessity and instituted new policies that are covering the cost of these
procedures in addition to the cost of hormones. Sadly though, even if an individual has insur-
ance that explicitly covers the cost of sex reassignment surgery does not mean they will neces-
sarily be approved for it (James, Andrea). Additionally, many providers require a lengthy list
of requirements in order to proceed with a claim (“Gender Reassignment Surgery.”). Despite
some forward movement in equal health rights, many health insurance providers continue to
draw the line at trans related issues. Though there is some recourse as individuals can now take
it to court in order to seek a judge’s approval to overturn the initial rejection.

After observing the tremendous costs an individual can incur by simply transitioning,
the amount of transgendered persons in poverty is staggering. “MAP and CAP report that trans
people are nearly four times more likely to have a yearly household income below $10,000”
(Kellaway, Mitch). Further, this average increases if the individual is a minority. Many fac-
tors may contribute to this disproportion. Discrimination in the workplace and healthcare, the

inability to obtain proper legal documentation, etc. and lack of legal protection on all fronts



are by far the largest culprits (Kellaway, Mitch). Not only do trans people have a laundry list
of individual hurdles to get over, they must also face all of the roadblocks society has put into
place as well. For many of these individuals, it’s an extremely difficult and expensive proposi-
tion just to live a life of happiness and what they feel is normalcy.

Though these initial steps may seem easy in terms of being able to find the right place
to begin the transition process, many find themselves unable to seek out or obtain the proper
medical attention needed. The very medical practitioners they turn to for advice and support
mock their transition as some sort of medical freak show. Thus, they rely on finding medication
and surgeries on the black market putting themselves at further risk of possible harm caused by
an unsupervised medical procedure or medication use (O’Keefe, Dr. Tracie, D.C.H.). Support,
acceptance, and reform seem to be the only ways of protecting these individuals from harm
caused not only by themselves but from the rest of the world. Many shows like / Am Cait and
I Am Jazz have opened the eyes and hearts of many people across the globe so they are able to
see firsthand what a transgendered person experiences on a daily basis. This also sheds light on
the fact that these individuals know from the time they are very young, before most kids can
really discern gender differences inferring that this is in fact something an individual is born
with.

Even through all of the exposure the community is getting in order to educate those
who are otherwise in the dark about the subject, there is still so much discrimination and
hatred. In fact, in some instances it is getting worse almost as a sort of retaliation against all
of the new attention and acceptance the issue has garnered. Many religious schools are filing
claims in order to continue their discrimination against the LGBT community. Under Title
IX, no educational institution is allowed to discriminate against an LGBT student if they are
receiving some form of federal funding (Ring, Trudy). However, religious institutions can and
have filed claims to be exempt from this. What’s more disturbing is these claims have actually
been granted. Unfortunately, religion and culture may continue to trump any forward mobility

gained by individual reason and acceptance when it comes to the LGBT community.



Beyond the continuous discrimination, fighting for rights that may not be granted any-
time in the near future, and a plethora of other equally challenging problems another huge is-
sue trans people face is romance. Relationships can be that elephant in the room sort of subject.
Many people feel that gender and sexual orientation sort of go hand in hand but it’s just not
the case. Some men may transition to become women and still be attracted to and date wom-
en, just as some women may transition to be men and still be attracted to and date men. Some
may even start out as men who date women and transition to women who date men (Kaplan,
A.B.). There truly are no boundaries when it comes to sexual orientation, as gender and sexual
orientation are separate. In addition to a shift in sexual orientation, many find the physical and
medical transformation leaves them with infertility. This can be another hard conversation and
place a barrier between current and future partners.

There are so many issues surrounding the transgender community to actually list them
all and even more sub-issues surrounding the original issue. Fact is transitioning is an extreme-
ly difficult process, nothing about it would be considered easy. For starters, there is no limit
to the actual process itself. Some may choose to make very few changes, while others go all
the way and make every physical change possible in order to integrate into their new lives.

No matter how far or not one is willing to go with it—it’s all a matter of personal preference.
And despite many roadblocks, many face this challenge day in and day out without the world
knowing exactly what they are going through; simply judging through a looking glass without
knowing exactly what it entails. Everyone is guilty of doing this in some form or another, it’s
a matter of how people manage the knowledge they take in on a daily basis and how they use
that for good or for bad.

Personally, I was inspired to write this research paper on transgender individuals sim-
ply because I feel as though I do not know enough about them, that the world does not know
enough about them. There is so much to know and so many issues to comb through that it’s
actually difficult to keep them all straight. My best friend is trans and even I had not known

the entirety of the issues surrounding what a trans person experiences day in and day out. I’ve



certainly had a front row seat through his struggles and have helped him to his feet when he
was knocked down but until writing this paper, I did not know the full extent of what it truly
takes to make this transition possible. It is a level of vulnerability and humiliation that I cannot
even fathom and to know that my best friend experiences these challenges on a daily basis is
heart wrenching and eye opening. Though many people don’t see this as a courageous journey,
I certainly do and I always will.

Furthermore, living what society deems as a normal life, I see the other side of the coin.
I read the comments posted on articles, the statements made by political leaders, and the pro-
paganda posted by religious individuals. Some think it is heartwarming to see a person finally
happy and living the lives they had always dreamed of but most don’t share this happiness.
Most make vile, hateful remarks that would make anyone cringe regardless of which opinion
you favor. To know the brutality many would inflict upon my friend simply because of what he
is makes me ashamed of human nature. This paper was a way to educate myself and surmise
just why someone would or wouldn’t choose this life. But I know for a fact that no one in their
right mind would actually choose this life.

The exact risks of taking hormones isn’t known yet so therefore trans people who take
hormones may be putting themselves and their longevity at risk for any number of unknown
health defects. It’s been stated that hormone replacement therapy and extraction of sex organs
can lead to infertility. The level of discrimination faced, the expense and extreme pain asso-
ciated with multiple surgical procedures, etc. are all a testament to exactly what these people
are willing to do for what they feel inside is right. That takes a lot of courage in the face of
opposition, courage I know most people don’t possess, myself included. As my friend stated,
he would rather live a short happy life in the gender he felt he was meant to be rather than live
a long life being miserable in the gender he wasn’t. His strength, his courage, and his journey

will forever resonate in my mind and my heart.
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Lighting Up Language: The [lluminated Manuscript Goes Viral

The headlines are bleak: public libraries are shuttering their doors and shredding
books for a profit; the last brick and mortar bookseller is unplugging the cappuccino
machine, declaring bankruptcy and calling it a day. Yes, the printed book is dead, or at
least on a respirator, facing certain extinction. By many bibliophiles’ estimates, these are
dark times: written language has become all flash and no substance, and the reading ex-
perience is cold and impersonal. The culprit behind this literary doomsday is, of course,
the digitalization of literature, commonly referred to as E-literature, where, through the
simple act of swiping on our electronic screens, “our hands become brooms, sweeping
away the alphabetic dust before us” (Piper 18). Fortunately, these dire proclamations are
not indicative of reality. E-literature’s rise to prominence reflects not a diminishment of
written language as a communication form but the expansion and glorification of it. This
homage is long overdue — five hundred years overdue, in fact — harkening back to me-
dieval times when text was so revered it was burnished in gold. In fact, as mechanisms
of personal and cultural expression, today’s vibrant, technology-driven E-literature is a
surprising ode to illuminated manuscripts of the Middle Ages.

One of the more obvious similarities between modern day E-literature and medie-
val illuminated manuscripts as a means of communication is the calculated use of visual
stimuli. The purpose of employing such artistry to words in both mediums is to capture
the hearts and minds of readers and thus facilitate widespread dissemination of the partic-
ular messages being presented for consideration. This device, an indirect and subliminal
form of language manipulation, is intrinsic to digital media, which frequently embellishes
its text with vibrant colors, photographs, illustrations and hyperlinks for the purpose of
attracting and retaining readership and, ultimately, influencing that readership’s thoughts,
decisions and pocketbooks. This particular form of mind control, however, was already
being practiced on medieval readers over five hundred years ago through the process of
illumination, from the Latin illuminare, meaning “to enlighten” or “light up” (Brown
69). It was the illuminator’s task to grab the reader’s attention and hold it (Rudy &

Wasserman, 2015). This task — no small feat — was achieved through exhaustive embel-



lishment of the text, which was frequently but not always religious in nature. The typical
manuscript was adorned in silver and gold; vivid, exotic colours in vermillion, saffron
and aquamarine; and highly intricate illustrations of Divine entities, lay people, elements
of nature, mythical creatures, and other subjects, that sometimes took years to complete
(Brown 69, 71). The motivation behind this laborious and prohibitively expensive process
(depending on the level of embellishment and detail, a medieval manuscript “could cost
as much as a house in today’s dollars”)
was to attract potential converts to the
messages being disseminated (Rudy
& Wasserman, 2015). To understand
the irresistible “eye candy” appeal
and sumptuousness of medieval
illumination, one need only look to

the frontispiece of The Hours of
Catherine of Cleves (see fig. 1).
Clearly, the efforts behind today’s

E-Literature to visually ensnare

- : g : Fig. 1. Anonymous Master of Catherine the Cleves, The Nether-
readers finds its roots in the exhaustive lands. Catherine of Cleves Praying to the Virgin and Child. 1440.

measures undertaken by medieval scribes The Morgan Library and Museum. The Hours of Catherine of
Cleves. Web. 3 Oct. 2015.
and illuminators to achieve the same purpose.

Additional evidence of language-communication manipulation can be found in the
font or lettering choice employed by both E-literature and medieval manuscripts. Hitler
himself understood the connotations of fonts (albeit erroneously) when he banned the use
of Blackletter throughout Germany for supposedly having “Jewish connections” (“Black-
letter and the Nazis,” n.d.). The calligraphy of Blackletter — heavy, cramped, dark letters
that boldly ran across the white parchment — originated in medieval times and was used
extensively in religious texts to assert the Church’s dominance and broadcast “hesitancy
to alter anything associated with religious tradition” (“From Blackletter,” 2013). It was
purposely made difficult to read to prevent laypeople from understanding it. As medie-
val Christianity took a more humanistic turn, a new lettering type — Roman — gradually
entered the scene. Roman was finer-lined, less exclusive, easier to comprehend and for
the first time allowed the average medieval citizen to read and, more importantly, in-
terpret religious texts for themselves (“From Blackletter,” 2013). Such attention to the
connotations of fonts is clearly evident in today’s digital media, where thousands of fonts

currently exist and many more enter the digital landscape daily. With a few clicks of a



button, proponents of E-literature may choose the font with which they most identify,
thereby self-connecting more intimately with the material before them. While the content
of words may be paramount to the messages underlying them, additional cultural mean-
ing is clearly to be found in the way written language is chosen to be presented.
E-literature and illuminated manuscripts have yet another common weapon in their
arsenal: dynamism, or images and/or text that imply movement. The digital landscape of
today is an especially vibrant, multi-media affair, simultaneously engulfing audiences in
a swirling sea of text, hypertext, videos, photographs, colourful graphics and sometimes
music, all intended to stir readers’ emotions and senses. Whether the end result translates
to sensory overload or pure unadulterated symphony is in the eyes of the beholder. A
prime example of a dynamic, multi-media piece is the highly regarded “Snowfall: The
Avalanche at Tunnel Creek” by The New York Times writer John Branch (see Snowfall:
Avalanche at Tunnel Creek).
The dynamism so abundantly
featured in this interactive article,
which recounts the harrowing,
windswept tale of sixteen skiers
trapped in a Washington avalanche,
can be traced back to illuminated
manuscripts produced centuries ago,
although medieval scribes were
obviously hindered in their relatively

limited technological capabilities.

In the “Image of Garden of Pleasure”
taken from Le Roman de la Rose
(the medieval equivalent of a

romance novel), a rather comely

prince in a blue robe is featured t

Fig. 2. de Lorris, Guillaume and de Meun, Jean. Garden of
Pleasure. 1490. British Library. British Library Online Gallery:

once enterin g the g arden throu gh a Illuminating the Renaissance. Web. 17 Oct. 2015.

gate by himself and a second time strolling the gardens alongside his lover (see fig. 2).

wice within the same illustration,

Clearly, the illuminator responsible for this particular vignette wished to portray not a
still snapshot but a moving picture narrative in the vein of “Snowfall.” He or she (illumi-
nators were often female) likely also wished to communicate folly, and whimsy, and love,

and transit those sentiments to the reader, who presumably welcomed the gesture during



an age that also wrestled with less-romantic entanglements such as plague, pestilence and
famine. By augmenting text with dynamic elements, both E-literature and illuminated
manuscripts successfully manipulate and facilitate the communication of human emotion
within their intended audiences.

Another example of medieval poetry in motion can be found in the volvelle, which

incorporated revolving (moveable) wheels of parchment within a manuscript or book-

mark, over which the reader had NS
command. The volvelle typically '
bore “information of a
computational, astronomical

or astrological character”
(Brown 125). The idea behind
the volvelle was for medieval
citizens to actively engage with
the scientific and natural world

around them, a relatively new

phenomenon in a Society that Fig. 3. Astronomical volvelle, English. c. 1386.
g g g The J. Paul Getty Museum. Decoding the Medie-
preVlouSIY hlnged on strident val Volvelle. Web. 18 Oct. 2015.

religious dogma (see fig. 3).
Undoubtedly, like modern day creators of digital media who incorporate “swipe” and
“delete” functions, medieval illuminators yearned for their illustrations to “move” as
a means of stirring readers’ emotions, dreams, fears and passions, to get them thinking
about the larger world outside of themselves, and to incite them toward action. No longer
would the average medieval reader be relegated to passive observer but an active, willing
participant of society with a voice — a voice that had previously been tightly controlled
by religious authorities. Although the technology available to medieval scribes was de-
ficient in many ways, they worked with what they had to surprising effect, thus inciting
medieval laity to assume a more proactive, personal role in society. Indeed, the creators
of E-literature are indebted to early medieval efforts to associate text with movement as a
“cause and effect.”

Although readers of both E-literature and illuminated manuscripts spend vary-
ing degrees of private time with their respective mediums, often a reader’s preferences,
prejudices, and longings are revealed by the manner in which they read. Using a device
she developed called the “densitometer,” Senior Medieval Historian Kathryn Rudy of

the University of St. Andrews measures centuries-old human grime deposited within the



parchment pages of medieval manuscripts. Depending upon the level of grime exhib-
ited, Ms. Rudy can gauge a manuscript owner’s interest in various topics, which were
likely to be discussed and thus communicated within that owner’s broader social circle
(Rudy & Wasserman, 2015). For instance, one manuscript owner, a young medieval girl,
obsessively kissed the illustrations wherever King Philip the Fair (who was considered
quite the ladies’ man at the time) appeared (Rudy & Wasserman, 2015). These “fly on the
wall” perspectives reveal private details as to how medieval readers engaged with writ-
ten language and confirm that, across the ages, human beings communicate with similar
passions, egos, and emotions. Likewise, software embedded into digital readers reveal
similar clues about the private lives of modern readers and how they engage with written
language. In the manner of Big Brother, companies like Amazon.com carefully track indi-
vidual reading style and preferences, such as topics of interest, the number of books read,
and the number of seconds spent on each page. Apparently, readers of digital literature,
like readers of illuminated manuscripts, have specific ways of engaging with the written
language that are reflective of their varying personalities and preferences.

In contrast to the private nature of reading, creators of E-literature and illuminat-
ed manuscripts often choose to publicly communicate their belief systems or nuances
of their personalities. One of the more curious aspects of illuminated manuscripts is the
incorporation of marginalia: miniaturized images, typically of a bizarre or vulgar na-
ture, that appear within the margins of the manuscript, usually having no bearing to the
“page’s main program” (Oatman-Stanford). Medieval marginalia include all manner of
subversive, illustrated commentary:

Imagery depicting everything from scatological humor to mythological beasts to
sexually explicit satire . . . Though the purpose of specific images is still hotly
debated, scholars conjecture that marginalia allowed [illuminators] to . . . poke
fun at the religious establishment, or to make pop-cultural references medieval
readers could relate to. (Oatman-Stanford)

Such marginalia (which include, among other images, puzzling depictions of a nun
picking penises off a penis tree, headless zombie-like figures crossing a tight wire, and
an ogre shooting arrows into another mythical creature’s rear end) offer fodder for social
commentary (see fig. 4). Surprisingly, few fans of Monty Python are aware that the com-
edy troop’s bawdy antics evolved from direct references to medieval marginalia (Oat-
man-Stanford). The true significance of marginalia, however, lies not in its lurid humor
but of the “glimpse [viewers receive] of the medieval mindset . . . their sense of humanity

and their fear[s] and fascination with the unknown” (Oatman-Stanford).



Following in the footsteps of medieval marginalia, Young-Hae Chang Heavy In-
dustries, a web-based art group from Seoul, South Korea, creates highly animated digital
literature synchronized to jazz music. Coupling stimulating graphics with large, pulsating
blocks of text, Heavy Industries’ work is widely considered to be subversive, humorous
and reflective of the fears and concerns of everyday citizens in the manner of medieval
marginalia. It is also evidence that today’s digital literature frequently elevates itself into
an art form (see yhchang.com/DAKOTA and yhchang.com/SUPER_SMILE). According
to Dr. Jessica Pressman, Professor of English and Comparative Literature at San Diego
State University, this revelation should come as no surprise, since “when humans create
... any kind of [new] reading or writing technology, they find ways to use it for artistic
purposes” (Pressman, 2015). Indeed, Heavy Industries’ brazen and often shocking politi-
cal-social commentary mirrors that found in medieval marginalia.

Despite superficial differences in appearance, E-literature is essentially a rein-
carnation of the medieval illuminated manuscript in its underlying artistry and visual
appeal, inherent dynamism, and, most importantly, through its innovative facilitation of
interpersonal and cultural exchange. All dire prognostications of the death of the Book
occasioned by an alleged digital tsunami are shortsighted. Throughout history, from the
discovery of papyrus to the invention of the printing press, written language has assumed
various physical manifestations that are reflective of mankind’s continually evolving
technology. To fetish-size the printed page — in other words, to objectify the book as a
concrete form — is the surest way to facilitate its demise. Reader preferences are varied,
after all. For some individuals, print books will always be favoured; for others, text is
best delivered through a sleek new iPad. Still others will feel most comfortable with a
combination of print and pixel. There is room after all, for both “TV dinners and sev-
en-course gourmet meals” in our literary universe (Rudy & Wasserman, 2015). For these
reasons, the further evolvement and proliferation of E-literature should be embraced, not
shunned or feared. Given the aforementioned, it is easy to imagine a more forward-think-
ing medieval illuminator, frustrated and beleaguered by the artistic shackles imposed
upon him by limited medieval technology. Undoubtedly, he would marvel at a digitalized,
textual performance of his blue-robed prince strolling with his sweetheart through a
garden. He would rejoice at the sight of his reincarnated manuscript, appearing online in
technicolor by the British Library and going viral across the Web to the delight of multi-
tudes. Certainly, such giddy exuberance would be cause for celebration, not the sound of
a death knell.
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“It was a warm summer morning when Scrotie McBooger-

balls awoke to find his”... [reads silently] “Ew. He took a...”

[stunned] “What? Oh. OH! Oh my God! He then grabbed his

dog’s” [stifles a gag but can't hold it in, and barfs] “Ehohoh,

oh my God! Walking out of his house he spotted the blood-

iest pus-covered” [tries not to barf again, but cant hold it

in] “Nooo! Nooo!” [reads some more, but then coughs, then

barfs] “Noho! Nooo!” [Sharon then falls unconscious and rolls

on her back]

That was an excerpt taken from an episode titled “The Tale of Scrotie McBoogerballs”

from the Emmy Award winning show and savior of Comedy Central, South Park. This is a
bit of an exaggeration, yet still a representation, of the reaction people have while viewing an
episode of one of my favorite animated TV series. The depravity of creators Matt Stone and
Trey Parker knows no end. From 4" graders giving hand jobs to K-9’s, Tom Cruise and John
Travolta refusing to come out of the closet, the Crack Baby Athletic Association, depictions of
the prophet Mohammad of Islam, or a statue of the Virgin Mary bleeding from its anus, there’s
no group of people South Park won’t try to offend. With that being said, South Park is more
than a crude, obscene, shock value comedy cartoon show. It is cognitively demanding of its
viewers while providing thought provoking insight through critical examination of relevant so-
cial issues. South Park fiercely debates the issue of the meanings of words and the effect those
perceived meanings have in personal communication. The show also demands, as a prerequi-

site to viewing, that the audience must be well versed in any number of a wide range of topics



in order to understand the entirety of an episode’s content. South Park not only challenges its
viewer’s abilities to follow along, but also, traditional societal beliefs and the institutions that
disseminate those views. This show deals with things that matter and we should all take note.
To begin, I want to acknowledge that South Park does contain content that is disagree-
able to many, if not all, standards of appropriate forms of entertainment. However, it is through
the use of these crude jokes that South Park articulates sophisticated, well thought out argu-
ments. One such debate occurs in the episode titled “The F Word”. Named for its heavy use of
the word “fag,” the episode wrestles with how society reacts to words and how the meanings
of words change as society changes. In his article, “Contentious Language: South Park and the
Transformation of Meaning,” Mark Schulzke, Ph. D., assistant professor in the Department of
Politics at the University of York, discusses how South Park often integrates the idea that the
meanings of words are disputable when he states,
the contestation of meaning in ‘The F Word’ parallels the work of scholars who have
attempted to change linguistic conventions using traditional forms of organizing and
rational argumentation. The result is a series of remarkably sophisticated arguments for
redefining the word fag to overcome its current use as a derogatory name for homosex-
uals. (24)
This is a hefty, philosophical debate over how the changing of the meanings of words should
be handled in society, and of all places, it takes place in this foul-mouthed cartoon. The show’s
use of the word “fag” causes some to cringe, while others laugh at every utterance of it; how-
ever, it’s through the abundant use of this controversial word that an intelligent argument is
constructed. Even though South Park contains offensive language that holds up obscene jokes,
it’s through these distasteful words that the show often expresses thoughtful ideas, as is the
case in “The F Word.”
As Schulzke states, the episode makes a series of arguments for redefining the word
“fag.” The contestation of words’ meanings is simply illustrated when the South Park Elemen-

tary holds an emergency assembly where the Mayor of South Park and school faculty confront



the students about a sign in town being spray painted with the words “GET OUT FAGS.” For
context, the boys are using the word “fag” in this episode to describe Harley Davidson riders
that have been showing up with their obnoxiously loud engines and ruining the town’s peace
and quiet. After the boys proudly claim responsibility for the sign and assert that it wasn’t
about gay people, school counselor Mr. Mackey expresses confusion stating, “You just admit-
ted to spray-painting that they should get out of town!” Stan then asks, “Dude, why would we
want gay people to get out of town?”” Being the first to identify the misunderstanding, Cartman
promptly explains, “Oh, they think we meant gay fags.” Kyle expresses his disappointment,
“Ohh. Hey that’s not very nice, Mayor. Just because a person is gay doesn’t mean he’s a fag”
(“The F Word™). So on one side, you have the adults seeing the word’s meaning as fixed and
therefore an attack on homosexuals. On the other, you have the boys who have not intended

to use the word in its pejorative sense but in a way that is absent of any homophobic connota-
tions. The boys do not see homosexuality as deviant so they do not use the word to disparage
homosexuals. This has been happening for decades with the word “fag.” I’'m straight and I’ve
been called a “fag” countless times. I’ve called other people “fags” before but it was never
with sexual orientation in mind. Generally speaking, it’s not used to belittle homosexuals any-
more. So if the word’s defined meaning is different from its commonly used intended meaning,
what actions does society take in dealing with this word? Is the word’s meaning defined by the
majority of people who use it or is it owned by the minority for whom the word has been used
to harm? South Park asks these questions and proposes how we should deal with them.

“The F Word,” scene by scene, articulates its case for changing the meaning of the
word “fag.” This linguistic transformation follows the scholarly work of German-American
philosopher and sociologist Herbert Marcuse. From his book One-Dimensional Man, Mar-
cuse claims, “a word’s meaning is determined by its use, so the meaning can be intentionally
changed by adopting new uses” (qtd. in Schulzke 25). In “The F Word,” this idea is perfectly
depicted through the speech of stereotypically flamboyant South Park resident, Big Gay Al:

Fellow Homosexuals, I believe we have an opportunity here to



take a big step forward for our kind. We must acknowledge that

the words “fag” and “faggot” are never going to disappear. They

are simply too much fun for everyone to say. But we must realize

we are no longer the most hated people on the planet and help

the children change the meaning of the word to describe those

annoying, loud, faggot Harley Riders!
Here the show simultaneously states that the meanings of words can be redefined if enough
people seek their change and implies the stance that the LGBT community should take in
response to this episode. In classic South Park fashion, the episode culminates in a ridiculous
final scene where the boys are to state their case to dictionary officials and Dictionary Head
Editor Mr. Emmanuel Lewis on a nationally televised town rally. Before they can begin, Har-
ley riders attempt to disrupt the event by driving through the crowd, damaging property, doing
burn outs, and then dragging Mr. Emmanuel Lewis on the street by chaining him to the back of
a bike while he yells out, “What nefariousness is this? Ahgh! You obdurate beasts!” Cornered,
the boys explain to the Harley riders that their attempt to crash the rally only further proves in
everyone’s minds that they are “total fags.” Eventually, after a group of men threatens them
with loaded shotguns as Big Gay Al demands, “You faggots get the hell out of our town,” the
Harley riders give up and leave. The episode ends with the new definition that reads as: “Fag n.
1. An extremely annoying, inconsiderate person most commonly associated with Harley riders.
2. A person who owns or frequently rides a Harley” (“The F Word”). With this scene, as view-
ers experience the show’s characters redefine a word, South Park takes an intellectual stance
on the transformation of meaning and makes a real-world effort to redefine “fag.” Creators
Matt Stone and Trey Parker constructed “The F Word” with the intention of spreading this idea
and gaining enough support to possibly seek some sort of majority agreement that “fag” is not
derogatory to homosexuals. Even though Stone and Parker’s intentions were noble and many
from the LGBT community echoed the sentiment from Big Gay Al’s speech, some saw the

episode’s copious use of “fag” as harmful.



The Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation (GLAAD) is a media force that
fights for LGBT acceptance in news, entertainment, and Latino media. GLAAD Director of
Entertainment Media Taj Paxton and Director of Communication Rich Ferraro issued a re-
sponse to the episode on GLAAD’s homepage where they state,

Though this seems to represent a well-intentioned effort by the creators of South Park

to delegitimize a vulgar anti-gay slur, the fact is that the word is and remains a hateful

slur that is often part of the harassment, bullying and violence that gay people, and gay

youth in particular, experience on a daily basis in this country. It is an epithet that has

real consequences for real people’s lives.
Understandably, this is a completely valid concern for them to have. The feelings of the LGBT
community, as being victims of that word, need to be respected. This opposition goes to the
heart of Schulzke’s argument and the essence of what the episode is arguing. On one hand,
South Park is proposing that the meanings of words are not fixed, while GLAAD infers that
meanings are fixed and therefore the episode is offensive. For some, “fag” will always be a
painful reminder for those who personally experienced degradation through the use of that
word—there’s no changing that. However, I believe that in order to prevent future homosexu-
als from experiencing harm from this word, it would be extremely beneficial to reach some sort
of national consensus or even an official change in the word’s definition. South Park fights for
LGBT acceptance more effectively by attempting to delegitimize “fag” than GLAAD does by
trying to censor its use.

The “F” word is not the only word South Park uses profusely in order to express smart
ideas. The use of the “N” word forty-two times in the episode titled “With Apologies to Jesse
Jackson” demonstrates the shows ability to take on offensive language and articulate an in-
formed argument. Having analyzed the episode and found it to be in promotion of correction
and change, Nicole Binder, author of “The Portrayal of White Anxiety in South Park’s ‘With
Apologies to Jesse Jackson,’” writes, “this episode contains scenes in which the dominant

culture is highlighted only to be undermined as white guilt and white anger are problematized,



pushed to the brink in ironic and exaggerated ways, and shown to be dysfunctional approaches
to issues of race” (62). Binder contends that in the several scenes of racial discourse that take
place in this particular episode, South Park depicts different characters approaching these in-
stances through the sentiments of “white guilt” or “white anger” as ineffective through the use
of satire and irony. In this episode, Stone and Parker’s heavy use of the “N” word is not about
changing its meaning but about calling attention to society’s subvert racism and then, through
satire and irony, showing how white people engage in dysfunctional racial discourse with black
people. Again, this is some intellectual heavy lifting that will be going on in this episode. All
the nuances of this episode will not be fully understood if you’re uninitiated and uninformed.
This episode starts with Randy Marsh, Stan’s dad, appearing on the game show “The
Wheel of Fortune.” Randy is asked to solve the puzzle for N GGERS and given the phrase
“people who annoy you” as a clue. Immediately, this illustrates America’s subvert racism as
everyone in South Park and in real life all have only one word in mind. After hesitating un-
til the point where he is about to run out of time, Randy, thinking he’s going to win money
for answering with what he thinks can be the only answer, excitedly shouts out, “Niggers!”
(“With Apologies to Jesse Jackson”). The next day at school, Stan approaches Token, the only
African-American 4™-grader in South Park, insisting that his dad’s outburst was made out of
ignorance rather than bigotry, stating, “Listen, Token, my dad isn’t a racist. He’s just stupid,
all right? He just blurted out the ‘N’ word and it’s no big deal, okay?” Token disagrees, “Ah,
well, actually it is kind of a big deal, Stan. It may be a mistake, but you don’t understand how
it feels when that word comes up” (“With Apologies to Jesse Jackson™). South Park creates this
scene to be a microcosm of one way white people approach race issues and the misunderstand-
ing that takes place between white and black people. Stan, representing the white community,
attempts to downplay this issue of race by refusing to accept the issue is even about race or that
race plays a smaller role than it actually does. On top of that, Stan also makes the mistake of
stating he knows how Token, representing black people, should feel about the situation. South

Park is claiming with this dialogue that whites don’t understand and will never understand the



effect the “N” word has had on African-Americans and the overall black experience of being
subject to lifelong racial inequality. The dialogue between Stan and Token and the sentiments
that dialogue represents create the foundation for the episode. Oh, in case you were wondering,
the answer to the puzzle was “naggers.”

In the next scene, Randy is shown on his knees literally kissing the ass of Reverend
Jesse Jackson in an attempt to make up for having said the “N” word on national television.
Binder analyzes this scene through notions of white guilt and white anger. Referencing Gail
Griffin, author of “Speaking of Whiteness: Disrupting White Innocence”, Binder writes, “Grif-
fin notes that white guilt can be characterized by whites who seek forgiveness in order to lose
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a ‘painful racial consciousness’” (53). Randy, out of white guilt, apologizes in order to make
himself feel better. Whether made selfishly to avoid public scrutiny or made out of sincerity to
make up for pain mistakenly caused, Randy’s apology will prove to be ineffective. South Park
is basically suggesting that apologizing for racial inequality and racial hate-speech will not
move the bar on racial tensions and is ultimately pointless.

Binder then moves on to breaking down the kiss ass scene through the lens of white
anger stating, “The fact that Randy is forced to ‘kiss ass’ in order to be forgiven may appeal to
angry whites who believe that they are unfairly victimized by attempts to remedy inequality
in society” (54). However, this is also a mistaken approach in dealing with racial discourse. It
is Randy’s incorrect assumption that apologizing to Jesse Jackson, a prominent member of the
African-American community, will equate to him being pardoned for his blunder by the entire
African-American community. Jesse Jackson is not representative of all black people. This is
illustrated in the show, when South Park depicts Jackson in a satirical way as an opportunist
seizing the chance to snap a photo of his ass getting kissed by Randy. Jackson is portrayed as
being more interested in raising himself up rather than solving racial inequality, thus sculpting
him as completely unrepresentative of the African-American community. In this scene, South

Park points out the folly in this emotional approach to racial issues and contends that this type

of attitude towards racial discourse will be unproductive.



“With Apologies to Jesse Jackson” concludes with Randy, finding himself being dis-
criminated against for being the “nigger guy,” gets Congress to pass a bill making it illegal for
anyone to say “nigger guy” (“With Apologies to Jesse Jackson”). Again, South Park brilliantly
employs satire and irony to demonstrate how white privilege gives unequal access to institu-
tional power between white and black people. This episode takes an abundant use of the “N”
word and with every scene, makes an intelligent statement about racial discourse.

It’s easy to understand why people would object to the airing of this episode due to its
copious use of the “N” word. The airing of the episode gained national media attention. For-
tunately, there were some in the African-American community that supported creators Matt
Stone and Trey Parker in what they were trying to accomplish with the episode. Co-founders
of the organization AbolishTheNWord, Kovon and Jill Flowers, in a statement to CNN, claim,
“This show, in its own comedic way, is helping to educate people about the power of this word
and how it feels to have hate language directed at you.” So while some feel that the word is de-
rogatory by definition and, regardless of how it is used, should be censored, I feel it is through
the removal of censorship and the examination of the word and its effects that we can be made
aware of the harmful effects of hate-speech. By dragging the word out of the shadows and dis-
playing it before all to have it dissected and reduced, society can move forward in its dealings
with the word in a more informed manner. The hope is that in using it the way it is used on
South Park that people will be less inclined to use it for hate-speech and will altogether rethink
partaking in hate-speech.

While I’ve been discussing a lot of the more highbrow aspects of South Park, there was
another element of “With Apologies to Jesse Jackson” that made that specific episode so great.
The episode was based off the real life meltdown of Michael Richards, the actor who played
Kramer on Seinfeld. During one of his stand-up comedy performances, Richards shouts out the
“N” word at audience members that were allegedly making noise during his set and demanded
for them to leave. He received massive public backlash for the event and accompanied Rever-

end Jesse Jackson on a national tour apologizing to the African-American community. In other



words, he followed Jackson around everywhere, “kissing his ass.” Having knowledge of this
event will make the viewing of “With Apologies to Jesse Jackson” a much fuller, rewarding
experience. South Park does this with almost every single episode. American pop culture and
current events are woven into the fabric of each episode by whatever may be culturally rele-
vant when that episode is created. As a viewer, you are rewarded for being tuned in to current
events and cultural trends. Out of touch viewers will be lost with what’s going on in the world
of South Park.

South Park is cognitively challenging. To fully understand and enjoy an episode of
South Park, viewers must be able to “fill in,” a process of comprehending events without the
help of the immediate context as described by author Steven Johnson. Johnson, a science au-
thor and media theorist, is discussing the complexity within The Simpsons in his book Every-
thing Bad Is Good For You when he states, “The show gets funnier the more you study it—pre-
cisely because the jokes point outside the immediate context of the episode, and because the
creators refuse to supply flashing arrows to translate the gags for the uninitiated” (87). This can
be seen in South Park’s controversial episode titled “Trapped in the Closet.” In one scene that
is particularly uproarious, actors Tom Cruise and John Travolta have locked themselves in a
closet and are refusing to come out. This is only funny if you understand the phrase “hiding in
the closet” as a homosexual who hasn’t self-identified yet. This piece of cultural knowledge is
needed along with the cultural capital to know that there is a whirlwind of rumors claiming that
Cruise and Travolta are closeted homosexuals. You would know this if you’ve ever had to wait
in line at the grocery store in the past 10 years. Often, headlines exclaiming something about
Cruise and Travolta’s homosexuality are plastered front page over the tabloids that line the
check-out aisles in grocery stores. It is through Johnson’s “filling in” that the viewer is forced
to think outside the immediate context of the shows contents to put together the correct piec-
es in order to achieve understanding. Having this cultural awareness will allow you to place
these two pieces of information together and when presented with the scene, you will no doubt,

laugh your ass off.



One last piece to the “Trapped in the Closet” scene with Cruise and Travolta is the
addition of R Kelly singing to them from outside the closet, trying to get them to come out. If
in tune with all things current, the viewer would be aware of R Kelly’s series of music videos
that came out before this South Park episode. Kelly titled this musical work as “Trapped in the
Closet” and it consisted of 22 chapters. Kelly’s songs gained a lot of national attention. How
Kelly took one song and drew it out over 22 chapters was very unusual, especially in main-
stream music. With this, and a vague remembrance of how that song went, the viewer is able
to “fill in” once again. In the scene, Kelly begins singing to the actors through the door, “I’ve
been asked to come up here, get you both out of the closet. Man, this is some crazy shit. Why
won’t you both just come out the closet?” This then initiates a back and forth between the
actors and Kelly which closely resembles Kelly’s original music, “We’re not comin’ out the
closet, so you can just go away.” Kelly sings back, “But everyone wants you out the closet.” In
tune, Cruise and Travolta, “That doesn’t matter ‘cause we’re gonna stay.” And Kelly ends in
the same manner as most of the chapters of “Trapped in the Closet” did, “Now I’m startin’ to
get angry, so I pull out my gun!” (“Trapped in the Closet”). So just in this one scene that lasts
maybe one minute, the viewer has to be an informed person able to recall and connect to the
scene multiple pieces of information from different sources. As a viewer, if you are unable to
“fill in” and pull together information from several and sometimes obscure sources, you won’t
enjoy South Park and that’s probably the reason, besides the offensive content, that people
don’t watch the show. It’s quick with the references and not all people are able to pull this
information in a manner that results in them enjoying the show.

In conclusion, South Park is a totally immature, fart-joke, ass of a show. However,
looking past South Park'’s obscene and asinine dialogue, it becomes evident that there is a great
deal of inventive and thoughtful rationale expressed within the show’s toilet humor content.
Whether debating the meanings of words and the effects they have on people or being cogni-
tively demanding of its viewers, requiring them to be versed in all things relevant, South Park

far exceeds what most assume about the show. There is an argument to be made that, due to



the demanding nature of the show’s format, South Parks viewer audience is far more informed
than the majority, if not all, other groups of people who watch TV. South Park—truly a cartoon

apart.
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Crossing the Rainbow Bridge:

A Semiotic Analysis of Native American Women in Film

L. The Forgotten Ear of Corn

“I was suicidal when I was younger — desperate, frantic to get help,” confesses Lea Fast
Horse, a Rosebud Sioux, in award-winning documentary The Canary Effect. Like so many
other Native American youths, she found the conditions of modern reservation life too difficult
to cope with. When she reached out for help, she went to the best she could find; the man she
was seeing was named Employee of the Month and was a certified psychologist. During their
appointment, the psychologist told her about a seminar he was presenting at and asked Lea if
she would be interested in joining him. “I was like wow! He’s gonna help me!” she ecstatically
and eagerly agreed. “Maybe he wants me to sit in on his seminar and I can really learn some-
thing from it!” This kindness, however, quickly took an unexpected turn, “After I agreed to
go, he’s like, ‘I’'m gonna get a room for the two of us. Don’t tell anyone about it...We won’t
let nobody know. I’1l just go to the seminar, come back, and I’ll see you,”” Lea pauses for a
breath, her face a perfect portrait of disbelief and revulsion. As she continues, her voice wavers
with ascending fire, “I don’t know what in the world that I’ve told that man to make think that
I wanted to fuck him other than spill my heart out and ask for help! I don’t know how he felt
that was going to help me, but that’s what he offered!”

Native American women suffer some of the worst conditions in America today; accord-
ing to the Rape, Abuse, and Incest National Network, 34.1% of Native American women are

victims of rape. In comparison, only 17.6% of women of all ethnicities are raped, nearly half of



what Native women face. Furthermore, according to U.S. economics expert Mike Sharpe, 86%
of these rapes are perpetrated by men of non-Native ethnicities and the state of reservations as
sovereign from the United States government prevents prosecution of the rapists.

Throughout film history, indigenous women have been reduced to exotic beauties or
seductresses, dehumanizing them and giving them the image of nothing more than a sex object.
One of the most harmful and persistent stereotypes of Native women today is the image of
the Indian Princess, a hypersexualized beauty who exists primarily as a romantic interest for
the non-Native male protagonist and is willing to leave her “savage” culture behind to be with
him. While these stereotypes in film may not seem harmful to real people, statistics prove that
Native women are fetishized by non-Native men who are influenced by what they’ve seen in
the media.

Ever since the birth of film in the early 1900s, Native American women have captured
the imaginations of filmmakers. Most commonly, they are portrayed as little more than varia-
tions on the hollow fragment of the Indian Princess. While early representations of this stereo-
type depict an exotic seductress, our modern image is that of a romanticized environmentalist
who is at one with nature, reflecting the increasing idealism in American culture. Despite this
shift, the core aspects of the stereotype have remained stagnant and unrepresentative of reality

up until modern times._

II. The Origins of the Buffalo Dance
In 1492, Columbus set foot upon the island of Hispaniola, modern day Haiti and the
Dominican Republic. When he arrived, he met a group of Indians known as the Tainos/Ar-
awaks. Columbus was so impressed by these people that he wrote of them, “They were well-
built, with good bodies and handsome features.... They do not bear arms, and do not know
them, for I showed them a sword, they took it by the edge and cut themselves out of igno-
rance.... With fifty men we could subjugate them all and make them do whatever we want”

(Morrissey). These gentle natives, according to Columbus, were the most generous, peaceful



people in the world; they did not even have a word for “war” in their language (Thomas 5).
However, these peace-loving Arawaks were plagued by their enemy that they called the Car-
ibs. The Caribs were a vicious, bloodthirsty people without morality who hunted and ate the
guileless Arawaks for sport. Columbus’s careful records of these interactions gave birth to the
images of both the Noble Redman and the Savage Indian. These distinct groups were created
in order to dehumanize the Native enemies; the image of the subhuman savage justified reason
to enslave them. When Columbus wrote to Queen Isabela, she forbade any friendly Indians

to be taken as slaves, but allowed Columbus to capture the “barbaric people — enemies of the
Christian” (Thomas 9). However, archaeological and historical evidence has proven the tales of
the peaceful Arawak and the cannibalistic Carib to be entirely fictionalized accounts on Co-
lumbus’s part. Ever since Columbus first separated Native Americans into these two groups of
Good Indians vs. Bad Indians, this stereotype has persisted until today, over 500 years later. In
film, these stereotypes have been used in a similar way; depicting Indians as inherently “bad”
and “savage” gives an excuse for our modern transgressions against these people. One of the
ways this imagery affects Native Americans is through its portrayal of women; the beautiful,

peace-loving princess fighting against her savage upbringing.

I11. The Maid of the Mist

The Heart of an Indian Maid is a short
Winonah outstreiches her arms in agony after she discovers Harry — f1m from 1911. released less than a decade
has left her. With no purpose to live other than a white man, she ft d ﬁ’l Kk .
shortly thereafter throws herself from the top cliff. atter modern film as we know it was

invented. The story follows Harry Mar-

well, a bison hunter. One day, while he is out hunting, he is attacked by a group of savage

Indians; they beat him and leave him for dead. However, Winonah, the beautiful daughter of

the Indian Chief, sees Harry and instantly falls in love. She rescues him from the side of the

road and brings him back to her village. The other Indians react with an instinctual violence,



but Winonah protects her beloved from harm. She marries Harry, despite her tribe’s wish for
her to marry Black Bison, a strong Indian man. Eventually, Harry escapes and returns to his
home. When Winonah finds out she has been forsaken, she flings herself from a cliff, ending
her life “in the hope of meeting again in the Happy Camping Ground.”

In this film, we see the stereotype of the Indian Princess, as Winonah’s only purpose for
existing is to be a love interest for Harry. While we see some of Harry’s backstory and learn
about his profession and family life, Winonah is reduced to a hollow romantic interest with no
other feelings or aspirations beyond Harry, so much so that she kills herself upon finding out
that Harry has left her, keeping in mind that she fell instantly in love with the man only a few
days prior. Another aspect of the Indian Princess played out by the film is that Winonah rebels
against the rest of her people or the “bad Indians;” while the rest of her tribe are bloodthirsty
savages, calling for Harry’s death without any transgression on his part, she plays the voice of
reason, stopping them and also by helping him after the others hurt him. These stereotypes of
Native women, present only a short while after the invention of film itself, were only exacer-

bated as time went on.

IV. The Ghost of the White Deer
During the 1950s, America was facing some of the most terrifying threats they had ever

seen. The Cold War and the atomic bomb were a constant risk and, as a result, there was an
irrational phobia against communism with the Red Scare. Native tribes were badly affected by
this, as life on reservations is a form of what Karl Marx refers to as “primitive communism”
(Morgan). This shift in American culture is reflected in perhaps the most offensive and dehu-
manizing portrayal of Native women in film in Disney’s Peter Pan, the age-old tale of the boy
who would never grow up. Beautiful, charming, and proud, Princess Tiger Lily, like Winonah,
embodies the trope of the Good Indian/Indian Princess, while the rest of her tribe are the bad,
evil savages. This is most apparent in the scene after Tiger Lily’s rescue from Captain Hook.
Reunited with her people, the Blackfoot, her father, the chief, honors Peter for saving her and

makes him an honorary chief while speaking in a sluggish pidgin-English. The group then



smokes tobacco out of a pipe and the chief tells Peter, “Teach ‘em, pale-skinned brother, all
about Red Man!” The group begins to sing a song called “What Made the Red Man Red?” in
response to questions the Lost Boys ask about how the Indians got their reddish skin tone and
why they use words such as “how” and “ugh.” The song states that the reason they have red
skin is because an “Injun” from long ago kissed a fair maid, began to blush, and they’ve “all
been blushin’ since.” This song erases the brutalities perpetrated against the Native community,
as the very term “redskin” likely alludes to the bloodied skins and scalps that Americans turned
in to the government for bounties in the mid-1800s. Throughout the song, the entire cast danc-
es around in an “Indian” manner and lets out the stereotypical Indian war whoop. During the
festivities, Tiger Lily seduces Peter literally with an enchanting, exotic table dance and nuzzles
Peter’s nose with her own (an “Eskimo kiss”), angering Wendy. Having been ordered around
by a haggardly, stringent Native woman (a “squaw”) the whole night, she storms out upon
seeing this. Wendy’s entire treatment of the night is noteworthy. By angrily leaving before the
festivities are over, frowning disapprovingly at the dancers, mocking their language, and refus-
ing to partake in their traditions and customs, she is making the point that these festivities are
too barbaric for a civilized person such as herself to partake in. As the mother-figure and voice
of reason for the entire film, Wendy’s behavior tells us as the viewers that we are superior to

these savage people and this uncivilized way of life.



From this scene, we can see Tiger

Tiger Lily stands next to Big Chief as he honors Peter for rescuing his daughter. Llly D only role in the movie is to

Tiger Lily s European features and pale skin distinguish her from her father.
act as a seductress and to cause

conflict in the relationship of the proper white couple, Peter and Wendy. She is objectified and
sexualized because of her race. Her role is made abundantly clear by the fact that she commu-
nicates in the scene entirely through body language; in fact, the only word she ever utters
during the entirety of the 80-minute film is “help!” before she is rescued by Peter from the evil
Captain Hook. The only way Tiger Lily can be this love interest to Peter is, again like Winonabh,
by including the stereotype of the Good Indian vs. the Bad Indians. These “bad” Indians threat-
en to literally burn the Lost Boys and Darling brothers, possessing a rage and instability that is
so typically shown of Native people. Tiger Lily shows stark contrast to these barbaric savages
through her demeanor, which is much more dignified and refined than her counterparts. This
chiaroscuro effect is exemplified by how Tiger Lily is Anglicized. Her face appears as though
she is of Anglo-American descent, rather than of her Algonquin tribe, and her skin tone is
dramatically lighter than her counterparts. The Chief and his people appear like caricatures;
some of them look more like animals than humans with their broad, clownish noses and bright
red, leathery skin. The old squaw who orders Wendy around acts as a foil to Tiger Lily; where

Tiger Lily is beautiful and respectable, the unnamed squaw is brutish and short-tempered.



V. The Daughter of the Sun

With the coming of Pocahontas in 1995 along with the rise of the Millennial Genera-
tion (aka the “Peter Pan generation”) and a rising sense of idealism and nostalgia, we finally
see Native women beginning to tell their own stories. As opposed to Tiger Lily and Winonabh,
who were merely background characters, Pocahontas is, in part, told through the eyes of Poca-
hontas herself. We see Pocahontas’s perspective when the colonialists come to invade the land
and through her unlikely romance with explorer John Smith, a hunky English Captain who has
proudly killed many “savages.” Although the story is told from the perspective of Pocahontas
herself, the filmmakers hide behind a facade of progressiveness as her character still falls vic-
tim to many of the Indian Princess clichés. In the scene where the two meet for the first time,
Pocahontas is stalking John Smith through a waterfall. John, sensing danger, pulls out his gun
and aims, expecting to see a violent savage, but is shocked to see, instead, a beautiful woman.
Pocahontas’s appearance entices John Smith, so he puts his gun down. The two begin to talk
and Pocahontas teaches him how to appreciate the magic of nature through the song “Colors of
the Wind.”

One of the most defining features of Pocahontas is that she is a woman, not a girl; while
many of the other Disney princesses appear young and childlike, Pocahontas is one of the few
who is very much a mature woman, resulting in her often being compared to a Barbie doll
(Ono 31). She, again, is sexualized for being “exotic.” Like the previous examples, Pocahontas
also falls into the Good Indian vs. the Bad Indian trope. She is starkly different from the rest
of her people. Her appearance again is more European than the rest, perhaps a result of her
figure being directly modeled off of Caucasian American supermodel Christy Turlington (Ross
205). Not only is her skin tone a few shades lighter than the rest of her people, but her way of
dressing is more immodest, as well. Her actions also widen the divide; by simply meeting John
Smith, she is rebelling against the orders of her father and her people, something that would

have been virtually unheard of in Native cultures, erasing her own cultural heritage and making



her more palatable for Western audiences (Pewewardy). She further insults the integrity of her
own people by choosing John Smith, the white settler, over Kokuum, a man in her own tribe,
again promoting the superiority of the white culture.

Throughout this scene (along with the rest of the film), Pocahontas only refers to her
tribe as “my people,” rather than by their cultural name of Powhatan, erasing her culture and
generalizing them as just “Native Americans,” even though there were millions of different
Native groups, all unique and complex in their own way. Her historical context is also erased,
as the film is not historically accurate; the real Pocahontas was a prepubescent girl at the time
of her meeting with John Smith and she died of disease that was brought by the Europeans at
the age of 22 (Coward). Pocahontas’s mere legacy in our culture is because she is supposedly
a heroine of a white European man who transcended the boundaries of savagery. Furthermore,
showing the war of the two sides (the Indians vs. the Jamestown colony) as both equally wrong
erases the genocide perpetrated by the invading colonists. This commodifies and waters down
our past transgressions as we “transform a historical abomination into kid’s candy — genocide
Ono 35).

into contemporary romance”

Pocahontas dances with wind, emphasizing her overly

The other stereotype that Pocahontas falls into is
that of the Noble Savage, the peaceful environmentalist. The entirety of the song “Colors of the
Wind” perpetrates this, as Pocahontas sings, “But I know every rock and tree and creature / Has
a life, has a spirit, has a name,” while cuddling a baby bear after taking it from its mother and
engaging the wind as a dance partner. Pocahontas is so in touch with nature, in fact, that every
time she appears to John Smith, a flurry of magical leaves dances around her with the wind. She
also has the power to literally lights trees and rocks aglow with energy just by magically caress-



ing them. This mythological goddess perpetrates the idea of the Vanishing American - that
modern Indians do not exist today and are a thing of the past.

While this portrayal of Pocahontas attempts to redefine the image of the Indian woman,
Disney has simply traded in one offensive stereotype for another. “Disney has created a mar-
ketable ‘New Age’ Pocahontas to embody our millennial dreams for wholeness and harmony,
while banishing our nightmares of savagery and emptiness,” says Dr. Cornel Pewewardy, a
Portland State University Professor and Director of Indigenous Nations Studies. “It is too
bad that these portrayals do not reflect real American Indian women of today...who describe
how Indian women have assumed, and continue to take on, great authority and status within
Indian family structures.” By whitewashing the character, we idealize her for our own needs.
Although the Noble Savage is not as directly offensive as some past images of Native women,
such as Tiger Lily from Peter Pan, she is still not a complex, real human being, which can lead
to dehumanization and generalizations about all Native women. “We imbue in her all of the
wrong notions of what we want to see in a mythical princess,” says Melinda Micco, a Sem-
inole film historian. “She becomes the embodiment, not of Native society. She becomes an

embodiment of American society, of American desire” (Reel Injun).

VI.  The Piqued Buftalo-Wife
In 2006, Yellow Thunder Woman and Robin Davey, members of the band The Bastard
Fairies, were sick of the real stories of indigenous people not being told, so they took on the
task of doing it themselves. The result was The Canary Effect, a multi-award winning indepen-
dent documentary that analyzes the effects the backwards policies of the United States govern-
ment have had on Native people and how they are coping today. Although she only appears for
about two minutes of the film that lasts for over an hour, one of the most memorable people
interviewed is Lea Fast Horse. In arguably the most compelling scene of the entire film, we
are shown how suicide and depression have affected the lives of indigenous youths on reserva-

tions.



We are told the story of ten young boys who took part in a suicide pact. They drew numbers
and took turns hanging themselves, one by one. Then we are shown Lea. “You see a lot of
kids running around with rope burns from trying to hang themselves,” she cries, overwhelmed
by the severity of the topic as she struggles to force words through her tears. “It’s hard with

all that stuff just stuffed in you and kept there, pushed in you and pushed in you and hate and
anger, constantly! All your life raised that way and to turn around and see these beautiful little
children. You don’t want to touch any of it...It’s like poison. It kills me...When you have that
little baby, you don’t expect it to grow up to be...ya know.” Through this impassioned mono-
logue, she talks about how she is scared for her own children and feels empathy especially
because she knows how these kids feel. Here we finally see the picture of a real Native wom-
an. Lea Fast Horse is not a commodity, she is not sexualized, and she is not idealized. She does
not appear only for a man to fall in love with, she does not disown her people in some way, and
she does not magically float in the wind because of her strong bond with nature. She has her
own hopes, her own fears, and her own experiences; she is simply a human being with com-

plex feelings and experiences that are not being told or listened to.

VII.  The Rainbow’s End

While many other races have undergone radical changes in the way they are portrayed,
the Native woman continues to lag behind. From Winonah to Tiger Lily to Pocahontas, film-
makers have struggled to create complex, three-dimensional Native women. When real Native
women, such as Lea Fast Horse, are portrayed, they do not gain popular recognition. These
unattainable standards set add to the skyrocketing rates of rape, suicide, and depression they
face today. Native women are simply people like everyone else and they deserve their own re-
alistic characters that do not dehumanize or romanticize them. In a culture that is obsessed with
humanizing the most evil of villains, such as Maleficent from her eponymous film, zombies/the
literal dead in Warm Bodies, and even Hitler in the film Downfall, how is it that Native Ameri-

can women, a real group of people has kept the same dehumanizing portrait for centuries?



VIII. Epilogue: How Coyote Brought Fire To The People

Since Pocahontas released 20 years ago, there has
been no female Native figure that has saturated pop culture on the same scale to rival her. Any
attempt to give them a less negative image with Pocahontas has since disappeared from popular
media as Native women’s voices have become absent or mocked in recent years. In 2014,
Rooney Mara, a Caucasian actress, was cast to play Tiger Lily in Pan in order to give the charac-
ter new life. The director said the intention was to create natives of Neverland and that his
vision of Neverland natives were white. This argument falls short when you realize that Tiger
Lily’s father is still played by an aboriginal man, again promoting the idea that the romantic
interest, even when portraying an Indian character, must still abide by European beauty stan-
dards, while her undesirable family remains “Native” looking (ICTMN Staft). The very next
year, around a dozen Navajo actors and actresses walked off the set of Adam Sander’s film The
Ridiculous Six in protest of offensive and degrading jokes; some Indian women in the film were
to be named things such as “Beaver’s Breath” and “Never-Wears-Bra” and yet another woman
was de/gicted as urinating while smoking from a pipe (Schilling). When Allison Young, a Dart-
Rooney Mara portrays Tiger Lily in the 2015 film Pan. .
As seen, Mara, a Caucasian woman, portrays the mouth film student and Nava]o woman, expressed
traditionally Algonquin character. her concern for the distasteful jokes, she says, “The
producers just told us, ‘If you guys are so sensitive,
you should leave™ (qtd. in Schilling). Adam Sandler continues to insist that the movie is
“pro-Indian”” Yet another event in 2015 that sparked controversy within the Native community
was when Dylan O’Brien, the leading actor in 7he Maze Runner, bragged about how he and the
other actors looted Navajo land after they were told “Don’t take anything and respect the
grounds,” by the Navajo who lived there (Phillip). Of all of these controversies, no real conse-
quences occurred to any of the producers or actors involved.

3%

Despite all of this, independent studios becoming increasingly more common and
native directors, writers, and producers are beginning to make their own films. In 2013, Jeff
Barnaby of the Listuguj tribe directed and wrote Rhymes for Young Ghouls. The film takes
place in the 1970s during the height of the infamous Indian boarding schools, which ripped
indigenous children as young as three away from their families, destroyed their culture, and
killed approximately half of the children who attended these schools (The Canary Effect). The

movie follows Aila, a young Mi’kmaq girl on the fictional Red Crow Reservation, who begins



to sell drugs to support herself after a series of freak accidents leaves her without a family;
her younger brother is accidentally run over with a car and killed by her drunken mother, who
hangs herself the next morning, then her father is blamed for her mother’s death and sent to
prison. Through this, Aila must fight against the government agent to keep herself out of the
violent, abusive boarding school system. In one of the most poignant films in the scene, Aila
is finally taken by the agent to the boarding school and we watch as she is stripped, as her hair
is cut, and as she is forced into “proper” European-style clothing. She is sent to a prison-like
isolation chamber, where she collapses and falls asleep. While she is sleeping, she has a dream
where her dead brother leads her through the woods and motions her to look at something in
front of him. As she walks closer, she sees that he is showing her a large pit full of hundreds
of corpses of Indian children who died at the school before her. She awakens, sees her dead

brother standing in front of the cell door, and watches him disintegrate into the light.

In this film, we see Aila’s character
Aila’s hair is cut off by the nuns at the boarding school. Here we see her revolutionize the way Indian

strong-willed character in a moment of vulnerability. . .
° / - women are portrayed. First, this

film does not hide the atrocities
committed against indigenous people and how this affects them today. We see not only an
accurate view of how the boarding schools functioned, but we also see a literal monument to
the death and decimation they have caused; we can see and feel Aila’s anguish for the destruc-
tion of her culture as her long braids are hacked off by the Christian nuns who shun her for
being “savage.” The reservation itself is also true to life as the challenges Aila must face -- the
addiction, the violence, the abuse, the extreme poverty, etc. — mirror what reservation life is
like in real life. Native culture is preserved as others treat her as a head-of-the-house figure, for
many were matriarchal societies. Aila’s rich backstory helps us understand why she is the way
she is and through this, it does not glorified or sexualize her. Though she herself is spiritual,
her beliefs are true to her people and not caricatured in a romanticized way. Throughout the



film, she sees and talks to visions of her dead mother and brother, turning to them for advice
when she is lost. She also is seen using nature, especially the woods and trees, as a source of
comfort and guidance and she loves to listen to the mythological stories her grandmother tells
her. Rhymes for Young Ghouls, though an empowering tale of an intricate Native woman, was
not wildly popular at the box office despite its shining reviews and multiple awards. By mak-
ing more informed decisions as consumers in what we choose to see, we can have the power to
force filmmakers to change the way offensive stereotypes penetrate modern society.
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Bodies of men were strewn everywhere. The sound of cannon fire filled the smoke
covered battlefield. The Patriots had all but surrendered to the British when a large crack and a
flash of fire startled the Red Coats. A figure had rallied the Patriots. Molly Pitcher had refilled
the Rebel’s last cannon and was firing on the British. Under her lead, the charge of the Patriots
defeated the British but when the men went looking for her after the battle she was back at home
finishing her knitting. This is not a true story but one of many myths that were born from the
American Revolution. This propaganda story is crucial because it maps out the “ideal” heroine
story. Like the story of Judith, Molly Pitcher’s tale was a heroic moment where a woman took
charge in a time of desperation only to return to her role as a woman. This classifies as a myth,
not only because there is no historical proof, but because of the story in between the lines. Judith
is a story about defeating villains for God’s chosen but is also a story of a woman overcoming
obstacles set for her by society. Men are externally encouraged to be brave, assertive, and violent
resulting in stories glorifying the masculine archetype of a hero. Women are encouraged to
internalize passivity and practice obedience resulting in the damsel in distress archetype in these
male dominated tales. Women must build up the “confidence” to develop a new identity to
become a hero. The patriarchal ideas of gender roles in society prevent women from asserting
their physical presence in a heroic fashion. Only under extreme circumstances is a woman

allowed to rise to the status of heroine.



Israel depended on well-defined and uncontested roles for each gender in order to keep
the threads of the social fabric tight. In this patriarchal society, like most, the men were the
warriors while the women remained docile. Men were dominant and head strong while women
were obedient and soft spoken. If either chose to step out of the strict roles defined for them, it
was believed that the very foundations of the society would fall apart. In his essay “Ludic
History in the Book of Judith: The Reinvention of Israelite Identity”, Philip F. Esler expands on
the internalization of gender norms, arguing that, “Gender is closely connected with honor and
shame, especially to the extent that is necessary for women to remain under the authority of men
in their lives... for the men to reserve their honor”. If a man’s honor depended on the
helplessness and obedience of the women in his life, the women would not try to break away
from their pre-existing social status in fear of effecting his status in society. With this notion,
women could not actively participate in behaviors that were designated “heroic”, such as
warfare, because they fell under the acceptable characteristics of masculinity. The subservient
role of women during war time did not change. “As an Israelite woman, Judith was expected to
conform to local conventions which required her to remain in the domestic sphere and leave it to
Israelite males to wage war against Holofernes” (Esler). Only when Israel seems lost, with the
men unwilling to defend it, is Judith allowed to break from her role of woman and given the
chance to attempt something only a man would be qualified to do: take physical action while
doing it in a way society would accept.

Society’s emphasis on a female’s sexuality and virtue makes women unqualified to be
considered anything but inferior objects of possession. Along with the ideals of an obedient
domestic, women also had to fit into the role of a pure and virtuous maiden while being

sexualized by men. A woman’s virginity was her most valuable asset due to the fact that it was



priceless. In her essay “Media Images of Women during War: Vehicles of Patriarchy’s Agenda”,
Chetty Adhis claims “The objectification of women as sexual commodities and the projection of
the stereotype that women are manipulative and untrustworthy — using sex as a weapon — while
men are in need of sex — represents this as normative male behavior.” When a woman does use
her sexuality, as Judith did in the book of the Bible named after her, she is at risk of being
classified as a seductress and is socially exiled by the community. In contrast, a man’s need for
sex is seen as acceptable and will not be counted negatively towards him. A woman’s virtue is
what the society has deemed the measurement of her value. Judith must declare that she is still
virtuous before being celebrated for killing Holofernes by saying, “‘I swear that it was my face
that seduced him to his destruction, and that he committed no sin with me, to defile and shame
me.” All the people were greatly astonished,” (The New Oxford Annotated Bible, Judith, 13:16-
17). Not only must the women commit an act that can be considered heroic but she must
maintain her virtue because society tells her to. Women must go above and beyond to receive the
same recognition a man would get for simply doing the heroic deed. By placing such a
significant emphasis on the sexuality of women, society can use it against her when she attempts
to be defined by something other than her virtue. To use a societal norm against a person can be
best described as a tool of hegemony. Hegemony benefits the ruling class by preventing anyone
from attempting social mobility by shaping cultural norms. In patriarchal societies, the tool of
hegemony is used to keep women in their subordinate places by defining them by their sexuality.
By placing such an emphasis on virtue, women will not try to break from their subservient roles
in fear of being rejected by society. In doing so women will stay in the role of domestic instead

of pushing the boundaries of doing something considered masculine, such as warfare. Women



will participate in wartime only as manipulative propaganda of stereotypical damsels in need of
rescuing.

In times of war, women are objectified to create emotional reactions directed towards
men. A poster for recruitment of American troops to fight in World War II will have one of two
things: the personification of America as a woman being attacked or a scared woman cowering
over a child being attacked. The portrayal of women as “causalities of war” is not without
purpose. “The use of sexist, patriarchal images in war propaganda is meant to reinforce
expectations and beliefs” (Adhis). By seeing these images society becomes classical conditioned
to believe women are not capable of fighting and are weaklings that depend on men for
protection. To use women as propaganda for war is nothing new; for example Judith cries out,
“O Lord God of my ancestor Simeon, to whom you gave a sword to take revenge on those
strangers who had torn off a virgin’s clothing to defile her, and exposed her thighs to put her to
shame, and polluted her womb to disgrace her; for you said, “It shall not be done’ — yet they did
it” (Judith 9:2). This ideal portrays women as weak, defenseless, and in need of someone (male)
to defend them. Not only does this reinforce the idea that woman cannot excel out of their
dependent role but it leads to further segregation between the genders. To “be like a woman”
becomes an insult as Esler writes, “Manhood, and more specifically, male honour entail the
capacity to exert violence, while women are regarded as those who succumb the violence, so that
the ineffective soldiers are labelled as women”. (Esler). The word “woman” becomes an insult
and something to strive not to be. This renders it nearly impossible for a woman to enter the
army, navy, or any military service without automatically being labeled as good as the worst

male soldier by her male peers. By using women as objects and insults, women cannot be looked



upon as warriors or heroes because there is a stereotype of weakness applied. A weakness that
can only be overcome when there is no male presences.

Only during the times where the foundation of the community, the influence of the men,
are at risk is the woman given the opportunity to save them. After war, conditions change so that
“taking action” in fact reinforces patriarchy instead of threating it. The men return home and to
work so the women remove themselves from the workplace and go back to the home. To return
to the home shows that the position women filled during war time was only a temporary position
of a man. This further hinders the chance for heroism by continuing the dependence of men for
the opportunity to become a heroine. The first act of “in your face” heroism in the Bible is made
by Zipporah, “On the way, at a place where they spend the night, the LORD met him and tried to
kill him. But Zipporah took a flint and cut off her son’s foreskin, and touched Moses’ feet with it
and said, “Truly you are a bridegroom of blood to me!” So he let him alone,” (The New Oxford
Annotated Bible, Exodus 4:24-25). The call for the woman is unexpected, such as Zipporah’s
rescue of Moses or Jael’s murder of Sisera in Judges. There is not a strong male presence in that
very moment so the woman must step up. If there are males present, they are unconscious.
Judith can only defeat Holofernes once he is passed out drunk, “But Judith was left alone on the
tent, with Holofernes stretched out on his bed, for he was dead drunk,” (Judith 13:2). This
portrays woman as not being equal to men on the “battlefield”. A man would never attack an
enemy who is unconscious because that would be considered dishonorable. A man’s bravado
must be encouraged by a defeat of an equal competitor. However, a woman’s mode of disposal is
the use of deception, much like how poison is considered “the women’s weapon”. Only within
certain circumstances would women be allowed to commit heroic acts, but they are not subject to

the rewards they’ve earned.



Once a woman achieves a position of power status the elevation of status is short lived. In
times of war, women fill the positions left by men when they go to fight. Women must step up, a
heroic act itself, but in doing so they experience a new kind of freedom. However, once the men
return the woman give up their new position of power and return to the domestic sphere. With
their restoration the threat to the patriarchy vanishes along with the women’s chances of being in
positions of power. The final verses of Judith read, “After this they all returned home to their
own inheritances. Judith went to Bethulia, and remained on her estate,” (Judith 16:21). If all
progress that was made by the absence of men is erased as soon as they return, the only thing that
has changed is women’s knowledge of what having power feels like. Judith is a hero, but
because she is a woman she is not allowed to reap the same benefits as a male hero. In contrast to
Judith’s return to her life before the war David, who is one of the most famous heroes of the Old
Testament, receives a kingdom, wealth, fame, etc. In detailing David’s rewards the Bible
describes, “David then perceived that the Lord has established him king over Israel... David took
more concubines and wives; more sons and daughters were born to David,” (The New Oxford
Annotated Bible, Samuel 2, 5:12-13). Not only is David rewarded with treasure and status but
God secures his lineage by giving him children to pass down his legacy. Judith remains a
childless widow until her death. The difference between their rewards exemplifies that men are
to be celebrated forever for their deeds while women are swept under the rug. By not honoring
women for their heroics during war time, society is successful for discouraging future Judiths
from heroism.

Like Molly Pitcher, Judith was a story told to motivate women to be heroic at the right
time in the “right way”. The very foundations of the society must be at risk for a woman to be

allowed to do something outside of what was acceptable for her to do. After accomplishing the



task the woman must go back to her subservient role in a hegemonic society. Society expects
women to hear this stories and be inspired in the same way. Woman want to hear the stories but
with endings that match David’s. Women want to hear stories where the woman fights for her
country because she is strong and unwilling to live under male rule. In a violent world dominated
by men, there’s no wonder women hear so few stories they can completely believe. The world is
more progressive than biblical times or the revolution era, but the idea of a female heroine is still
abstract. Anyone who does not identify as those who reap the most benefit from our patriarchal
world, such as the LGBTQ community or men who do not fit “what a man ought to be”, is
abused. However, women receive the most immediate and most common mistreatment from this
system. When a strong woman does appear she is attacked mercilessly, for example Hillary
Clinton during the election or Carrie Fischer in the new Star Wars movie. Despite these strong
female icons one individual cannot change the entire societal role of a gender. Several acts over
time can change women’s positions slightly but not completely. The power of stories like Molly
Pitcher and Judith is in their ability to inspire more women to take control and challenge societal
norms, but the endings must be changed. Instead of giving the power back to men, women of

today’s age question why they aren’t given the same power in the first place?
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In a culture that pressures its men to conform to the concept of hegemonic masculinity,
“real men don’t cry” or “don’t be a pussy” are both detrimental phrases that American men hear
on a regular basis. Hegemonic masculinity, in summary, is the ultimate patriarchal concept that
teaches men to hide their emotions, look down on women, and to believe violence is acceptable.
Hegemonic masculinity represents what American culture idealizes as a “real” man and feeds
into hyper-masculinity, which is displayed in American advertising. The language used in
American advertising that shapes definitions of gender in American society specifically
pressures men to conform to the patriarchal concept of hegemonic masculinity which is harmful
to the well-being of American society and its men.

The concept of masculinity presented in American society, and through American
advertising, teaches men to suppress their emotions, a concept I like to call emotional
constipation. American culture idealizes hegemonic masculinity which perpetuates the ideal
male as a heterosexual hyper-masculine figure with little respect for those of different genders or
sexual orientation. Hegemonic masculinity can be defined as “the culturally dominant ideal that
men are dominant over women, who are to be subordinate” (Lookholder 7). Notice the definition
specifically speaks of the gender dynamics required for the hegemonic masculine ideal: the
women must be seen and treated as subordinate to the men. What Lookholder did not discuss in

her definition of hegemonic masculinity was that members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual,



transgender/sexual, queer, intersexual, and asexual (LGBTQIA) community are also seen and
treated as lesser than the heterosexual male. Really, to conform to hegemonic masculinity is to
conform to the idea that the heteronormative male is superior to all people who are not that.
Hegemonic masculinity also encourages stupid and often violent behavior in men as a way to
assert male dominance and to prove time and time again to others that they are the man. This
continual assertion of dominance is associated with hyper-masculinity. Living a life that attempts
to conform to hegemonic masculinity and hyper-masculinity, as a male, is to live a life that is a
continual battle of proving “manliness.” Michael Kimmel, an internationally recognized author,
researcher, and lecturer on men and concepts of masculinity, interviewed young men about what
it means to be a man in each of the 50 states in the United States as well as in 15 other countries
for his book "Bro's before Ho's": The Guy Code (2008). When he asked his interviewees what
comes to mind when they hear someone say “Be a man!” this was the result:
Here’s what guys say, summarized into a set of current epigrams...1. ‘Boys Don’t Cry’ 2.
‘It’s Better to Be Mad than Sad’ 3. ‘Don’t Get Mad- Get Even’ 4. ‘Take It Like a Man’ 5.
‘Just Do It or ‘Ride or Die’ 7. ‘Size Matters’ 8. ‘I Don’t Stop to Ask for Directions’ 9.
‘Nice Guys Finish Last’ 10. ‘It’s All Good’. The unifying emotional subtext of all these
aphorisms involves never showing emotions or admitting to weakness (Kimmel 470).
Notice the prevalence of emotional suppression, with the exception of anger, of course. Anger is
one of the only emotions men are encouraged to express because anger is a violent emotion and
frequently expresses itself towards others in a violent fashion, which would provide more
opportunities for men to prove themselves as men in American society. Another common theme
in these phrases is the encouragement of acting before thinking, which again is likely to result in

rash and violent behavior, and the discouragement of receiving or asking for help from other



people. Encouragement of thoughtless behavior with phrases like “just do it” also encourage men
to complete stupid or rash actions (e.g., licking a frozen telephone pole, drinking ridiculous
amounts of alcohol, consuming illegal substances, and other risky activities) without thinking of
the consequences of those actions (e.g., injury, illness, death, hurt relationships, etc.). And when
a man is faced with the consequences of these actions he is to “take it like a man," unless of
course those questions would suggest he is inferior to a woman or someone of equal or lesser
status in the eyes of hegemonic masculinity. Men are also taught through phrases like “Size
Matters” that physical appearance and brute strength/athleticism is everything, which already
isolates whole groups of men who have body types and mindsets to be artists, musicians, writers,
scientists, doctors, or any other profession where brute strength or athleticism is not necessarily a
required factor. In the concept of hegemonic masculinity, physical strength, which is also heavily
associated with violence and violent behaviors, is everything to the “real” man. A team of
researchers defined hyper-masculinity in advertising as any advertisement that contains or
promotes one or more of the following components: “Danger is exciting. Toughness is a form of
emotional self-control. Violence is manly. It’s fine to be callous about women and sex”
(Bahadur). This concept is often reflected in American advertisements with advertisements like
Bushmaster Firearms’ “Consider Your Man Card Reissued” advertisement shown on the
following page. The advertisement features a huge automatic rifle next to the words “Consider

Your Man Card Reissued”.
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This advertisement suggests that a man’s sense of who he is as a man and what his “real” man
status is in American culture is centered around violence and the idea that to be the man you
must have the biggest gun. This concept by default tells men that they cannot really be happy
unless they are taking that happiness by force by bending others to their will through threat of
violence. This ideal carried out in the real world leads to a string of unhealthy relationships with
friends, family, and significant others and almost guarantees violence in these relationships.
Social/relational health is an important aspect of one’s overall health, thus, the concept of
emotional repression and anger that is represented in American culture and advertising is
unhealthy for America’s men. Emotional suppression also often leads to violent and dangerous

behavior, especially towards women.



The image of the emotionally repressed man promoted by American advertisements and
by American culture teaches men that it is okay to violently abuse women, treat women as sex
objects, and to see women as subservient and inferior. Men are taught, time and time again,
through American culture and through American advertising, that not only is the violent abuse
and domination of women acceptable, it is desirable and a way to show others who the man is.

This is often reflected in America’s advertising as shown below and on the following page:

JOHNNY FARAH

BAGS, BELTS AND ACCESSORIES




Hold
that tiger,
i Tiger!

duncan quinn

In the page above, one of the advertisements shown are a Dolce & Gabbana
advertisement, a clothing company, which features a shirtless man pinning down a woman in a
bathing suit and high-heels while leaning over her next to a pool surrounded by other strong and
shirtless men. The uncomfortable yet docile facial expression of the woman with the determined
gaze of the man pinning her down would lead us as an audience to believe that the man/men are
about to rape the woman, and that this is okay and “classy.” This advertisement from a classy
high-end clothing company would suggest to men that part of success and living the “good life,”
factors that are key in presenting a hyper-masculine persona, means being able to take part in
sexual activities with a woman’s body regardless of her consent wherever you see fit. It is also
noticeable in this advertisement that the woman is made to be docile and subservient to the men
who are overpowering her. While it is clear that she is uncomfortable (because who would be
comfortable in heels while holding that position?), nothing about this image tells the audience

something is wrong or is pleading for help. The woman is also made to look innocent and weak,



discusses how hyper-masculine advertisements are targeted at America’s most vulnerable male
audience: “Moreover, hyper-masculine imagery was predominantly aimed at two audiences:
younger men (adolescents and men in their early 20s) and older working-class men without
college educations. These two groups were, in many ways, the most easily influenced”
(O’Malley). Targeting younger men and uneducated working class men with hyper-masculine
results in more violent crime and sexual assaults because the message these advertisements are
telling these men is that not only is violence against women is necessary to achieve the status and
power both groups crave so much, but it is actually what the face of status and power looks like.
The ideal of the “macho” emotionally repressed man in American advertising promotes gender
inequality and violence against woman. This dangerous ideal also feeds into widespread
homophobia.

Part of “being a man” in American society promotes homophobia and homophobic
violence. In a written interview about masculinity and American advertising, Mark Gokel, a
young homosexual male in his 20s, covers a aspect that homophobia plays in his life: “Needless
to say, society is always attempting to find a way to convince me that the way I view my sexual
identity or masculinity is wrong, simply because it does not line up with their version of the
truth” (Gokel). Hegemonic masculinity and the concept of hyper-masculinity teaches men to fear
men like Gokel who hold a lifestyle and sexual orientation that is different from their own. Men
are taught that anything that is different from their own stance in life is wrong and is to be hated.
These concepts also promote homophobia by creating and feeding off of the heteronormative
fear of being perceived as homosexual: '"That’s so gay’ has become a free-floating put-down
meaning bad, dumb, stupid, wrong. It’s the generic bad thing” (Kimmel 472-473). American

men are being taught to police each other into hegemonic masculinity, hyper-masculinity, and



implying the man looming over her is in complete control, this is done through the way her body
is positioned in that uncomfortable fashion that gives her little control over her body. Next you
will see a Johnny Farah advertisement, a company that makes bags, belts, and accessories, that
features a man whose physical features are covered by belts aggressively pulling a belt that is
looped around a woman’s neck while pushing the woman away from where he is pulling with his
hand on her back. The woman’s face is obscured by an upside-down purse, her arms are thrust
backwards suggesting a violent and aggressive action that is causing her pain. Again, in this
advertisement we see a company showing a man violently dominating/attacking a woman in
order to sell clothing, or in this particular case, clothing accessories. Next, there is shown an
advertisement from University Row Manhattan, a suiting company, which features a well-
dressed man sitting on top of a cage containing a woman dressed in a short tight dress with tiger
print. This advertisement suggests that the woman’s status in society and in a relationship is that
of an animal, and that to be a real man and to be the successful man requires one to degrade the
women in your life like animals. In the final advertisement shown, an advertisement for Duncan
Quinn, a high-end men’s clothing company, a woman is shown unconscious and in her bra and
underwear on the hood of a car. A man is shown standing there smiling at the camera pulling
some kind of noose that is wrapped around the unconscious woman’s neck, suggesting that he
suffocated and raped or will soon rape this woman. This advertisement is going down the same
route as Dolce & Gabbana, Johnny Farah, and University Row Manhattan in using the violent
abuse, and sexual assault of a woman to suggest wealth and power in one’s life. These
advertisements suggest to men that wealth and status involve the physical and sexual abuse and
degradation of women, and that these crimes against women and society as a whole are

acceptable and okay. Harris O’Malley, known on his personal online blog as Doctor NerdLove,



discusses how hyper-masculine advertisements are targeted at America’s most vulnerable male
audience: “Moreover, hyper-masculine imagery was predominantly aimed at two audiences:
younger men (adolescents and men in their early 20s) and older working-class men without
college educations. These two groups were, in many ways, the most easily influenced”
(O’Malley). Targeting younger men and uneducated working class men with hyper-masculine
results in more violent crime and sexual assaults because the message these advertisements are
telling these men is that not only is violence against women is necessary to achieve the status and
power both groups crave so much, but it is actually what the face of status and power looks like.
The ideal of the “macho” emotionally repressed man in American advertising promotes gender
inequality and violence against woman. This dangerous ideal also feeds into widespread
homophobia.

Part of “being a man” in American society promotes homophobia and homophobic
violence. In a written interview about masculinity and American advertising, Mark Gokel, a
young homosexual male in his 20s, covers a aspect that homophobia plays in his life: “Needless
to say, society is always attempting to find a way to convince me that the way I view my sexual
identity or masculinity is wrong, simply because it does not line up with their version of the
truth” (Gokel). Hegemonic masculinity and the concept of hyper-masculinity teaches men to fear
men like Gokel who hold a lifestyle and sexual orientation that is different from their own. Men
are taught that anything that is different from their own stance in life is wrong and is to be hated.
These concepts also promote homophobia by creating and feeding off of the heteronormative
fear of being perceived as homosexual: '"That’s so gay’ has become a free-floating put-down
meaning bad, dumb, stupid, wrong. It’s the generic bad thing” (Kimmel 472-473). American

men are being taught to police each other into hegemonic masculinity, hyper-masculinity, and



emotional suppression with phrases like ‘That’s so gay’, ‘Fag’, or ‘Pussy’ that would suggest
being a person of a sexual orientation that is not heterosexual or that being a female is shameful,
inferior, and embarrassing. When people mean to say words that communicate a meaning of bad
or stupid, they instead interchanged them with words that equate being of the LGBTQIA
community or being female with being stupid and inferior. Concepts of American masculinity
promote homophobia, by using the heteronormative fear of being interpreted as homosexual to
turn homosexuality into an inferior status to heterosexual men.

The language used in American advertising that shapes definitions of gender in American
society specifically pressure men to conform to hyper-masculine concepts, which are harmful to
American society. Hyper-masculinity is dangerous to men because it teaches men that it is not
only acceptable but also desirable to be emotionally repressed, abuse women, be homophobic,
and act violently. Women and members of the LGBTQIA community are a large portion of
American society, which means hyper-masculinity is not only harmful to men but to the whole of
American society. America would be a much stronger and peaceful nation if American culture
would teach their men to be emotionally competent, to value women, and to accept people of

different gender identities.
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For the first time in half a century “there are two cast recordings in the top 20 of the
Billboard 200 Chart” (Caulifield). These two shows are the recently released Dear Evan Hansen,
and Hamilton an American Musical, which has been on the list almost since its release. Today, it
is rare for even one musical cast recording to have the broad appeal to make it onto the top of
any list. Musical theatre is not considered a popular form of entertainment, but rather a highly
specialized genre of music that only the wealthy can enjoy. In this environment, it is strange that
a musical like Hamilton would have such a strong impact with so many people. Telling the story
of first Treasury Secretary and virtually unknown Founding Father, Alexander Hamilton, as a
musical may seem like an odd choice to say the least. Throw in the fact that the musical’s style is
hip-hop and other modern genres, and the idea sounds like complete lunacy. However, looking
back, there is no better medium of storytelling more effective than a musical to tell Hamilton’s
story. Musical theatre was founded by immigrants and people from diverse backgrounds. It
drove music trends for the entire country. This is because musicals spoke to people. They were
hopeful, optimistic, and entirely American. They preached that anyone could work hard and
fulfill their dreams, no matter how humble their beginnings. Alexander Hamilton was a poor
immigrant who came up from nothing to create the foundations of America, fulfilling the
American dream. Creator of Hamilton an American Musical, Lin-Manuel Miranda, wanted tell

Hamilton’s story in a way relevant to modern viewers, and he succeeded. Not only is the musical



the perfect way to tell Alexander Hamilton’s story, but through its celebration of modern music,
diversity, and classical musical themes, Hamilton an American Musical itself is the perfect
American musical.

Both Hamilton the show and the character are very conscious of being watched.
Throughout the story, Alexander Hamilton wonders what his legacy will be, or whether he’ll
even be remembered at all. One of his first lines in the show is “Don’t be shocked when your
history book mentions me” (Miranda “My Shot”). He already expects to accomplish something
great enough to be remembered. One of the main ideas of the show is how these characters will
be viewed by history. Washington tells Hamilton that “History has its eyes on [us]” (Miranda
“History Has its Eyes on You”). They both know that no matter what they do, history will judge
them for it. The early founders of musical theatre did not have as much pressure on them as the
Founding Fathers, but they still knew that their work would be watched. In fact, the presence or
absence of an audience meant their success or failure as artists. Just like Alexander Hamilton, if
they were successful, their accomplishments would last long enough to be remembered as
history. The question, “But when you’re gone, who/Remembers your name?/Who keeps your
flame?/Who tells your story?” is asked many times throughout the show, but doesn’t get an
answer until the end (Miranda “Who Lives, Who Dies, Who Tells Your Story”). Alexander
Hamilton created his legacy, but it was his wife, Eliza, who preserves it. At the end of the show,
she is the one telling his story, hoping that people will listen and remember him. Her dream
comes true; in the last moments before the musical ends, she sees the audience, who are all there
solely to hear Hamilton’s story. She succeeded in preserving Hamilton’s legacy, but it is Lin-
Manuel Miranda, who took his story to the stage, and by using a beloved art form, as well as

contemporary music, encouraged people to watch his story, fulfilling Hamilton’s dream.



Like any groundbreaking musical, Hamilton uses new genres of music to tell a story in its
own way, and in doing so, brings the entire genre a step forward. It is a show “that grows out of
tradition and grows radically away from it at the same time” (Viertel 16). No other genre
contains music as varied as classical like Les Misérables, rock like RENT, and hip-hop and rap
found in Hamilton. This is because musical theatre adapts to include new music genres. This
transition isn’t always smooth. When Hair, the first rock & roll musical came out, many
questioned whether “rock belong[s] on Broadway,” but now rock shows like RENT, Next to
Normal, and Hedwig and the Angry Inch are an accepted part of musical theatre (Miranda qtd. in
Binelli). This process now repeats itself with rap. Hamilton is not the first rap musical, but it is
the one that proves that “rap is a great way to tell a theatrical story” (Viertel 15-16). Rap as a
genre is made to tell stories quickly and efficiently. It can share a lot of information without
losing any energy or emotional impact. These are essential qualities when chronicling a life as
complex and intense as Hamilton’s. This music makes Hamilton “a musical that changes the way
that Broadway sounds” and continues the long tradition of expanding musical theatre (Miranda
and McCarter 10). Rap, like rock, is the music genre of the current generation of average
American people, and by including it in the story of the founding of the United States, Hamilton
also includes them.

Despite its unusual music style, Hamilton has the structure of a traditional musical. The
musical theatre format is a tried and true method of story telling. One of the most noticeable
aspects of this format is what is referred to as the “song plot,” which is “a graph on which the
songs in a musical can be laid out.” (Viertel 12). The “song plot” includes an establishing
number that introduces the characters, an “I Want” song, in which the hero tells the audience

what will be driving them for the rest of the show, and sometimes “a love letter to New York”



like “N.Y.C.” from Annie (Miranda and McCarter 42). Most successful shows follow this format
even though it might not be obvious to the audience. Hamilton tells a story that inspires and
entertains using the musical format. It has everything a Broadway audience expects: an
establishing number, an “I Want” song in “My Shot, and even the famous New York song in
“The Schuyler Sisters.” These are all staples of musical theatre that audiences have come to
expect. Even though it uses modern music to tell its story, Hamilton still abides by the format. It
“has grafted fresh branches onto a stable trunk, not hacked into the tree” (Solomon). Hamilton is
not trying to deconstruct the musical format; it’s merely updating it with modern music.

The musical is an art form that is entirely American and Hamilton pays respect to
classical American musicals by referencing them. Hamilton uses “America’s own fine form” to
tell the story of one of America’s founders (Gopnik). Miranda isn’t defying decades of musical
theatre tradition; he’s building on it. In the song “My Shot,” Hamilton says that he is “Only
nineteen, but [his] mind is older” (Miranda “My Shot”). This is a reference to the RENT line,
“I’m nineteen, but I’'m old for my age” (Larson “Light My Candle”). Similarly, Hamilton’s line
in “The Adams Administration,” “Sit down John!” is a reference to the song “Sit Down John”
from the musical /776, which is about John Adams’ experience getting the Constitution ratified
(Miranda “The Adams Administration”). Even the idea of the main character’s story being told
by their enemy has been used in shows like Jesus Christ Superstar and Evita (Solomon). These
references to past musicals demonstrate that while Hamilton is revolutionizing the art form, it
still respects and pays homage to its past.

Hamilton does not only borrow from musical theatre’s format; it also borrows from its
spirit. Musical theatre, like America, is a melting pot of many different cultures and ideas. Early

musical theatre fostered a world where race and ethnicity didn’t matter nearly as much as talent.



It encouraged “leaping across borders and boundaries” and gave “everyone permission to visit
each other’s lands and see what they were doing” (Broadway the American Musical). Anyone
could make it big on Broadway. Fanny Brice was born to immigrant parents, but went on to
become one of the most beloved stars of her time, even inspiring the musical Funny Girl about
her life. Al Jolson was a Jewish immigrant from Eastern Europe who has been said to have done
more for musical theatre than any other performer (Broadway the American Musical). Other
major players like the Gershwins were also children of immigrants. Little did they know that
they were founding the art form that would eventually be used to tell the story of one of the most
important immigrants in American history. Hamilton doesn’t shy away from this idea of
inclusion and diversity. Not only is Hamilton constantly referred to as an immigrant, but so is
Lafayette in the line, “An immigrant you know and love who’s unafraid to step in” (Miranda
“Guns and Ships”). The show mentions and celebrates the contributions immigrants like
Hamilton and Lafayette made to the founding of the United States. In fact, the line
“Immigrants/We get the job done” earns a massive applause from the audience almost every
performance (Miranda “Yorktown (The World Turned Upside Down)”). Hamilton celebrates the
idea that the United States was built on; immigrants and diversity makes America better as a
country. Similar to how immigrants and minorities included themselves in early musical theatre,
Hamilton’s colorblind casting gives African Americans and Latinos a place in the founding of
the United States. It takes “America’s open-ended and universally available narrative” to the
stage (Gopnik). Hamilton doesn’t exclude anyone from American history, just as it doesn’t
exclude anyone from the process of making a musical. Miranda himself said, “A bunch of people
from a bunch of backgrounds had to come together to make it work” (Miranda and McCarter

11). Hamilton uses diversity to make its story accessible to everyone.



Another theme in the show, and in musicals in general, is self-invention. In the very first
lines of the show, Burr asks how “a bastard, orphan, son of a whore” could “Grow up to be a
hero and a scholar” (Miranda “Alexander Hamilton). These lines are essential because they
make the audience understand exactly how humble Hamilton’s beginnings are and how the odds
are stacked against him. This makes his later accomplishments even more impressive. The
poverty to riches story is a staple in traditional musical theatre. Ever since early Broadway, one
narrative has always dominated the stage: characters coming up from humble beginnings to
make something of themselves. Through musical theatre, “America fell in love with Cinderella
stories” (Broadway the American Musical). Whether or not it’s realistic, there is nothing more
American than self-invention. Of course Alexander Hamilton, a poor orphan whose signature
theme is “rise up,” would be the perfect subject of a musical (Miranda “My Shot”). Hamilton,
like the early musical theatre songwriters, achieved the American dream on his own talent and
hard work. Hamilton himself says in the song “Hurricane” that it’s not luck, but his own skill
that saves him: “And when my prayers to God were met with indifference/I picked up a pen, I
wrote my own deliverance” (Miranda “Hurricane”). He is literally writing for his life, just like
the early musical theatre writers. Both attempted to leave their mark on the world. Even in his
last moments, Hamilton is still grateful for the opportunity his adopted country gave him:
“America, you great unfinished symphony/You sent for me/ You let me make a difference/A
place where even orphan immigrants can leave their fingerprints and rise up”
(Miranda “The World Was Wide Enough”). He, like the founders of musical theatre, came up
from nothing to create something new, groundbreaking, and ultimately American.

In order for characters and people to defy their humble upbringings and make something

of themselves, they first have to reinvent themselves. Many musicals deal with the theme of



reinvention. In the show Les Misérables, Jean Valjean transforms himself from a criminal to an
honest man and good father. Elphaba in Wicked tries to change herself to be what the Wizard of
Oz wants her to be, but when that doesn’t work, she instead takes ownership of her role as the
Wicked Witch of the West. This is exactly what Hamilton does. He transforms himself from a
poor orphan into the person his country needs him to be. In many ways, “his own story parallels
America’s (Solomon). Hamilton’s rebirth mirrors America’s as a nation. The musical Hamilton
doesn’t simply dance around this idea either; it faces it head on with the lines, “I’m just like my
country/I’'m young, scrappy, and hungry” (Miranda “My Shot”). Hamilton’s transformation from
a poor immigrant to Founding Father matches the colonies’ growth to become an independent
nation. The musical establishes America as a place anyone can reinvent themselves. In the
opening song the ensemble sings, “In New York you can be a new man” (Miranda “Alexander
Hamilton”). This might seem like an exaggeration, but in early musical theatre, New York was
the place people went to start a new life. They could use their talents to dazzle audiences and
become stars. They, like Hamilton, couldn’t achieve their dreams without reinventing
themselves.

As unlikely as it might seem, the musical is the perfect way to tell Alexander Hamilton’s
story, and the resulting show, Hamilton is the perfect American musical. It follows in a long
tradition of unlikely shows that combine classical elements and innovation to make something
new and beautiful. Hamilton is a success because it uses new music to tell its story, while never
straying from what made musicals great in the first place. Musicals represent everything America
strives to be. They preach hope: “our culture is a culture