
Atlantic International Studies Journal
Volume 13, Spring 2018

Mount Allison University
Sackville, New Brunswick, Canada

editorial board
Jonathan Wood
Madeleine Léger
Tierra Stokes
Rebecca Richard
Maxwell Pond
Isaac Doucette

with the indispensable support of
Dr. James Devine
Dr. David P. Thomas
Dr. Geoff Martin

https://atlismta.org



3

Editor’s note

Lily Falk

Catherine Turnbull 

Kiera Stel 

Jonathan Wood

Saskia van Walsum 

Matthew Cross 

Linnea Bell 

Katherine Dunning 

Dayna Muzey

Courtney Law 

Daniel Macgregor

Kiera Stel

Bibliography

4

5

13 

18 

24

29 

33 

39 

46 

48

54 

61

69

75

Atlantic International 
Studies Journal

Staging Change: The Use of Theatre in Global Civil Society

When Discomfort Motivates Action: A Feminist Philosophical Ac-
count of Moral Agency and Structural Ignorance

Multiculturalism, Globalism, and Postmodernism: Diversity in Karen 
Tei Yamashita’s Tropic of Orange

Values Mobilized: When, Why, and How Social Movements Occur

“This Land Is Your Land”: What Americana Taught Me About Being 
Canadian

The Islamic Proto-State: Assessing the Foreign Policy of a Potential 
Caliphate

Clapping Back at ‘The Clap’: The Contagious Diseases Acts and Fe-
male ‘Repealers’ in Great Britain, 1864 and 1886

The Role of Science Communication in the Public Perception of Ge-
netically Modified Mosquitoes

Francophone en Acadie: une autobiographie langagière

Gendering Global Mechanisms of Capitalism: Filipina Migrant Care 
Workers in Canada

An Election with No Voters: The Decline of American Voter Turnout

“Women Constantly Troubling Us”: The WCTU and Social Reform



4

As you begin to acquaint yourself with these pages, 
we would like to welcome you to the 2018 edition 
of the journal of the Atlantic International Studies 
Organization (ATLIS).

With the indispensable support of the depart-
ment of Political Science and International Rela-
tions, ATLIS offers a platform for the exchange of 
ideas, where contributors can listen and be heard. 
Since 2003, our journals have been a large part of 
this project—they open a window into the minds 
that frequent Atlantic universities and invite a dia-
logue between them.

As always, the journal’s lens is primarily politi-
cal, with an emphasis on international issues. This 
being said, ATLIS is above all an interdisciplinary 
endeavour—in this collection, you will find pieces 
written from perspectives ranging from the histor-
ical to the philosophical, from the literary to the 
anthropological. These disciplines intertwine and 
inform one another in our journal, as they do in 
the hallways of Mount Allison. The present volume 
of the ATLIS journal also welcomed a few changes, 

however: we have started accepting creative pieces 
and French submissions. Accordingly, we have in-
cluded one of each in this year’s publication.

This handful of pieces becomes a collection as 
they all speak to our theme, “Shifting Paradigms: 
Changing Perspectives in Uncertain Times.” With 
this theme, we cast a wide net—our aim was to al-
low the flexibility to test drive ideas, propose solu-
tions to murky issues, and grapple with difficult 
questions. Our contributors rose to the challenge.

In the pages of this journal, you will find an au-
toethnographic reflection on what it means to be 
‘Canadian’ in 2018 and an analysis of voter turnout 
in the 2016 American presidential election. You 
will also come across a historical overview of sex 
work in nineteenth-century Europe, a piece on the 
political facets of theatre, a discussion of the Cana-
dian temperance movement, and much more. Our 
editorial team has merely curated these for you—
we hope you enjoy the conversation.

Thank you for reading, supporting, and inspir-
ing student work.

Editor’s note

Dear reader,

The ATLIS editorial board
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Theatre’s symbolic power has long been har-
nessed by civil society.1 The sixties, seventies, and 
eighties saw a rise of popular protest for wom-
en’s and LGBTQ+ rights, as well as anti-war and 
anti-nuclear movements. In tandem, there was a 
rise of political theatre and direct action using the-
atre or theatrical techniques to achieve civil society 
actors’ goals. This paper examines and assesses the 
effectiveness of groups who are using theatre to 
engage with issues in civil society. The definition 
of theatre that this paper is using is purposefully 
broad to include civil society groups that are using 
theatrical techniques in direct action or groups that 
perform in non-traditional settings. The paper con-
sists of four short case studies: the carnivalesque/
anti-capitalist clowning movement, environmental 
movement’s direct action, Augusto Boal’s Theatre 
of the Oppressed, and Bread and Puppet Theatre. 
The case studies are compared and contrasted, 
highlighting the diversity of theatrical techniques 
and goals. Then, the success of these groups is ex-
amined. Their effectiveness is assessed by whether 
or not they meet their self-defined goals. I argue 
that it is ultimately difficult to assess the success of 
theatre in global civil society. These groups often 
work at the local level when many of the issues 
they present requires trans-national organizing. In 
addition, it is difficult to understand a particular 
performance’s effect on the audience and whether 
or not it will spark social change. Moreover, these 
four case studies illustrate the effectiveness of the-
atre for justice when trying to engage people at a 
local level. However, they also highlight the strug-
gles to find a meaningful and transformative space 
at the international level. This could be due in part 
to the barriers of culture and language as well as 

the high cost of international organizing. What is 
unclear and difficult to measure is whether or not 
theatre for social justice can change the minds of 
those they are trying to reach.

The Clandestine Insurgent Rebel Clown Army 
(CIRCA) is an anti-authoritarian, anti-capitalist, 
left-wing organization that combines the tech-
niques of clowning, direct action, and non-violent 
civil disobedience. For the purposes of this paper, 
direct action is defined as “a term for activist meth-
ods that directly confront and, perhaps, disrupt 
or change sociopolitical processes, as opposed to 
indirect activism that seeks to lobby for change 
through influencing politicians or swaying public 
opinion.”2 CIRCA was founded in 2003 to create a 
spectacle to welcome “arch-clown George W. Bush 
on his royal visit to London.”3 The group, along 
with other similar carnivalesque and clowning or-
ganizations, improvised performances that were 
intended to disrupt international summits such as 
the G8 or World Bank meetings. The organization 
trains those who want to be involved in the clown 
protests on the basics of acting and finding your 
own clown as well as improvisation.

At a protest against the 2005 G8 summit in Ed-
inburgh, police were confronted with a CIRCA or-
ganized ‘tactical carnival.’ This included a gaggle of 
crazily-dressed clowns wanting to play games with 
them. The clowns shined the shoes of riot police-
with feather dusters, kissed their riot shields with 
lipstick, and did the hokey-pokey. The carnival was 
performed by local residents as well as international 
members of CIRCA.4 The carnival, which included 
clowns, theatre performances, and samba bands, is 
meant to be viewed and experienced as a rejection 
of authoritarian control and a celebration of the joy 

Lily Falk

Staging Change: The Use of Theatre in 
Global Civil Society
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in solidarity and resistance.5 The movement is par-
tially inspired by the works of Bakhtin and Rabelais 
whose theories of the carnivalesque describe how 
carnivals can be an important tactic in the strug-
gle against global capitalism. They argue that these 
types of carnivals breakdown barriers between indi-
viduals and emphasize collective engagement.6 An-
other goal of CIRCA is to disrupt the hegemonic 
and nihilistic public perception of protesters as well 
as upend the clichéd images and interactions be-
tween those who do and do not have power.7

The carnivalesque or ‘Carnival of the Oppressed’ 
movement has been active globally. The Carnival 
Against Capital at the 1999 G8 summit in Lon-
don brought together ten thousand people from 
around the world who recognize capitalism to be 
“the root of our social and ecological problems.”8 
In the midst of samba band performances, the pro-
testers dressed up in costume and played games 
in an effort to take the focus and space of the G8 
summit from the elite to the people. 9 A ‘Carnival 
of the Oppressed’ was also performed by ten thou-
sand Nigerians during the shutting down of Port 
Harcourt, an oil port. In response, a laugh parade 
was being conducted by four hundred Indian farm-
ers and other protesters from the Global South at 
the G8 summit in Koln.10 

The carnivalesque and anti-capitalist clown 
movements hope to attract those who may other-
wise be put off by the ‘seriousness’ of social justice 
and allows people to maintain relative anonymity 
as everyone paints their faces, dresses in ridiculous 
costumes, and acts as a group.11 One of the tacti-
cal techniques in this group is “using absurdity to 
undermine the aura of authority.”12 Clowning and 
carnivals disrupt the dominant narratives created 
by the State and mainstream media. The technique 
maintains that ridicule and absurdity are powerful 
tools to expose those in power. The groups main-
tain that non-violent clowning makes it very diffi-
cult, especially if there are cameras rolling, to be 
arrested. Clowns and carnivals also reframe how 
protesters are typically viewed.

CIRCA and the carnivalesque movements have 
been successful in reaching their goals of refram-
ing protests and creating new non-clichéd imag-
es. While a bunch of clowns are not going to shut 
down the International Monetary Fund (IMF) or 
end global capitalism, these types of theatrical ac-
tions take power back to the collective and refocus-
es away from state-made and hegemonic narratives. 
The movements celebrate every day working peo-

ple and aim to engage them. However, I am wary 
of whether working-class people are deeply em-
bedded in these movements. The organization was 
started by middle-class artists and academic activ-
ists. I remain skeptical whether this ridiculous and 
highly active and engaged movement does attract 
those left-out of conventional social movements.

In terms of global partnerships and engagement, 
the carnivalesque and rebel clown movements are 
often found to be protesting at World Trade Orga-
nization (WTO) and IMF/World Bank meetings as 
well as G8 summits since. These institutions under-
score the reality of the globalized world. The tactics 
of the protest groups aim to highlight the hypoc-
risy of these institutions. Furthermore, they look 
to bring the focus and power back to those who 
are directly affected by the decisions these institu-
tions are making. Together, these theatrical protest 
groups only seem to have loose partnerships or af-
filiations. Despite focusing on international issues, 
transnational organization does not seem to be an 
integral method for these groups.13 Transnational 
organizing has the potential to grow and deepen 
these movements. Whenever a group is protesting 
a certain practice or occurrence that takes place 
abroad, say structural adjustment programs by the 
IMF, it is important to engage with the communi-
ties who are being affected by this issue. Theatre in 
protest has the potential to give space for opposing 
narratives, and when covered by the media, these 
oppositional stories can reach a great number of 
people and begin to enter mainstream discussion.

The environmental movement is known for us-
ing dramatic and theatrical techniques to bring me-
dia and popular attention to an issue. Theatre can 
range from a street performance about the effects 
of Monsanto on a community to a direct action of 
defiance or civil disobedience.14 In both theatrical 
protest and in conventional theatre, there are ele-
ments of symbolism, ritual, costume, and props, as 
well as playing with the ideas of status and power.15 
The North East Forest Alliance (NEFA) has used 
these techniques to gain legitimacy in politics and 
power against logging companies.

NEFA started in 1989 in New South Wales 
(NSW), Australia. They have used theatrical tech-
niques in their civil disobedience actions against 
the logging industry. In 1990, NEFA staged a 
four-month blockade of an old growth rainforest 
which ultimately led to a court injunction against 
the logging company. After, the group was able to 
help establish a moratorium on logging one hun-
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dred and eighty thousand hectares of old growth 
forest.16 The protesters used theatrical techniques 
to establish a new balance of power. By ‘playing’ as 
if they (the protesters) had power and were in con-
trol of the blockade, they were able to change the 
dominant narrative and reverse the power dynam-
ic between the police, the logging company, and 
the dissenters.17 These types of protests often face 
difficulties establishing legitimacy with the public 
because the actions can become demonized by the 
media. However, the change in power dynamics 
can also give the protesters greater legitimacy. Fur-
thermore, they can increase the political stakes of 
the event.18

A year later, NEFA staged a direct action where 
they took over the government forestry offices in 
NSW and announced that it had decided on new 
forestry procedures. One of the results of this me-
diatized action was that the NEFA was labelled by 
the media as ’terrorists.’19 However, this led to sev-
eral changes in a new protocol between the New 
South Wales police and NEFA. For instance:

the protocol included agreements by police not to 
target protesters with drug searches or vehicle regis-
tration checks, and to allow immunity from trespass 
charges for properly identified NEFA liaison officers. 
The agreement effectively gave a kind of diplomatic 
immunity to identified NEFA personnel.20

The theatrical techniques used by NEFA 
changed their power dynamic with the police and 
government. By creating a new story of sustained 
resistance by staging a series of actions, it allowed 
NEFA to gain legitimacy as an actor and in the early 
2000s, NEFA was formally included in political ne-
gotiations regarding forestry in NSW.21 Bill Moyer, 
who describes the life cycles of social movements, 
would see NEFA’s development as typical of a suc-
cessful social movement. Early confrontational and 
revolutionary events deliver the group’s message to 
the public. Then, with greater public support, the 
group, is able to use their legitimacy to achieve a 
political solution to the problem they presented.22

It should be noted that gaining political legit-
imacy is not the only valuable goal or marker of 
success of a social movement. While NEFA met 
their goals through negotiations with politicians 
and the police, some may view this as ‘selling out,’ 
or that making concessions means you have ulti-
mately lost. Instead, I argue that the case of NEFA 
demonstrates the power of social movements to 

become powerful, mainstream actors.23

Greenpeace uses elements of theatre and drama 
in their direct action. Their first major, theatrical 
action was going to the nuclear fallout zone in the 
Aleutians where the United States had been con-
ducting tests.24 In 1971, the group sailed an old 
boat to the fallout zone resulting in widespread 
media coverage and public support to stop nuclear 
testing.25 Their action brought the end to the tests 
and resulted in the island being made into a bird 
sanctuary.26 Greenpeace’s activism has seen many 
successes over the years including international re-
ductions in whaling and a ban on disposing nuclear 
garbage in the Atlantic Ocean.27 On the surface, 
Greenpeace’s actions may seem like ‘straightfor-
ward agitprop,’ however, the dramatic and theatri-
cal narrative Greenpeace creates through its actions 
bolster its message. Their work often uses strong, 
emotional symbolism and narratives that show the 
struggle between protagonists and antagonists 
with storylines that often lead to a climax and then 
a denouement.28 As a result, Greenpeace’s meth-
ods have been influential in how the environmental 
movement conducts direct action.

There are strong critiques against the way 
Greenpeace conducts their theatrical direct action, 
however. There is a grey zone between the work 
Greenpeace does that wavers between theatre and 
spectacle. Spectacle can distance the intended au-
dience from the issue and discourage action. It can 
also take away legitimacy from the actor and gar-
ner negative public opinion. Many of the actions 
of Greenpeace could be viewed as stunts made to 
attract mainstream television and viral internet cy-
cles that do not ultimately contribute to genuine 
action and change.

Theatre of the Oppressed is a method created by 
Brazilian theatre practitioner, Augusto Boal. The 
method was inspired by personal experiences of 
institutional oppression that Boal faced (he lived 
in exile while Brazil was under a military regime 
for many years) and Paolo Freire’s Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed. This method of protest and direct ac-
tion is different from the previous case studies as 
it specifically sets out to create theatre that inspires 
dialogue and social change, instead of simply using 
elements of theatre in direct action. Theatre of the 
Oppressed is an umbrella term for the many forms 
Boal used to create discussion and action around 
oppression. A few of the main forms are forum the-
atre, legislative theatre, and invisible theatre.29

Forum theatre is one of Boal’s most common-
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ly used techniques. It involves a trained facilitator, 
called a joker, bringing those facing oppression to-
gether to collectively create a small play that shows 
the type of everyday oppression that people are fac-
ing. The short play is then performed in front of 
an audience, sometimes in a town square or at a 
community centre, and the public and stakehold-
ers are invited to attend. The play, usually a series 
of simple scenes or ‘actions,’ is performed twice, 
once in full, and in the second performance, the au-
dience is instructed to become ‘spect-actors.’ This 
means that audience members are to yell ‘stop!’ 
when they see oppression taking place and have an 
idea on how to change the situation. The spect-ac-
tor goes on stage to replace an actor or to create 
a new character. The joker’s job is to facilitate this 
and to refuse any ‘magic solutions.’ Magic solu-
tions are solutions that would be impossible, like 
an antagonist suddenly and inexplicably changing 
their opinion or giving up.30 The joker then stimu-
lates discussion with the audience about whether or 
not the solution was realistic or if it worked.31 The 
method is used to help communities think outside 
the box when approaching concrete solutions to 
oppression, to engage and provide agency to those 
oppressed, and to delve into the complexities of a 
situation.

Theatre of the Oppressed is used around the 
world and for a wide variety of situations. One 
example is from an early forum theatre that Boal 
facilitated in Sicily in 1977. The village residents 
identified that they were facing three main, con-
crete oppressive forces: the mafia, patriarchy, and 
police.32 The community actors along with Boal 
created a series of short plays that focused on each 
of these issues. They went on to perform them 
in the town square and they invited a number of 
stakeholders and local politicians.33 The forum last-
ed from nine in the evening to three in the morning 
as people engaged in debate about what solutions 
could and would not work.34

Augusto Boal’s work has mostly been adopted 
to work at the local level but often the issues dis-
cussed are ones that include international actors 
like multinational corporations coming to towns or 
international mining businesses taking land. Forum 
theater and Theatre of the Oppressed can easily slip 
into being overly idealistic. The joker has a diffi-
cult job of facilitating discussion and getting the 
spect-actors to focus on realistic solutions. There is 
also the issue that these productions would only be 
viewed by a self-selecting crowd and that it would 

essentially be preaching to the choir. One of Boal’s 
most famous quotes is: “the theatre itself it not 
revolutionary: it is rehearsal for the revolution.”35 
Theatre of the Oppressed thrives when everyday 
people can act from their own agency and use the-
atre to help stimulate discussions with opposing 
narratives.

Another popular theatre style coined by Boal 
that is used by social movements and groups is in-
visible theatre. It is another type of public theatre 
but it is where the ‘spect-actors’ do not know that 
they are participants.36 It involves a group of actors 
performing a pre-rehearsed scene that appears as if 
it is real life. The goal of the technique is to spark 
a public discussion without sermonizing. The au-
dience can take up any position on the issue that is 
presented. Theatre of the Oppressed stresses that 
it should never be “didactic to its audience, it in-
volves a process of learning together rather than 
one-way teaching; it assumes that there is as much 
likelihood that the audience knows the answers as 
the performers.”37

One example of invisible theatre that was facil-
itated by Boal took place in the Paris Métro. The 
group of actors composed a series of scenes that 
had to do with sexual harassment on the trains. 
It involved a woman being sexually harassed on a 
train and then calling the man out for it. In this 
performance, none of the passengers came to the 
woman’s defense. There were also several plants on 
the train other than those directly engaging in the 
action. Then, at the next station a young man got 
on and started being sexually harassed by a woman. 
Several passengers came to his defense. The plants 
started engaging in debate with the passengers over 
what was going on.38 The actors never informed 
the audience that they were watching a rehearsed 
piece of theatre.

Boal recognizes that simply performing these 
invisible plays is not enough to change the entire 
social landscape and eradicate metro sexual ha-
rassment.39 The beauty of invisible theatre is that 
it often brings out people’s genuine attitudes and 
gives strangers the opportunity to debate this issue 
in the public. Boal maintains that invisible theatre’s 
purpose is for education and liberation. Obviously, 
there are important ethical considerations with in-
visible theatre; there are deep critiques of invisible 
theatre about the level of deception that the audi-
ence is faced with and the real possibility of violent 
conflict with the audience when they observe social 
injustices. There is also the question of appropriat-
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ing identities. The actors playing characters that, to 
everyone else, are real people. The issue here is that 
the actor may have no personal experience play-
ing the characters, like a homeless or homosexual 
person. The events also have the potential to trau-
matize those who have experienced oppression.40 
The ethics of invisible theatre rest on a teleological 
understanding, in other words, that the deception 
and potential for harm is justified in that invisible 
theatre can create real discussion and the potential 
for social change. Furthermore, if an action goes 
wrong and the police get involved and it is revealed 
that the audience was manipulated through invis-
ible theatre, the important discussions and poten-
tial change could be lost. The audience could leave 
with very negative feelings toward the experience 
without reflecting on the social problem that was 
presented. Theatre companies and organizations 
looking to stage invisible theatre should consid-
er these ethical complexities. This would include 
making sure the audience will not be scared, put-
ting provisions in place to avert danger, and mini-
mizing deception.41 Ethics should always come be-
fore increasing the dramatic effect.

Like the previous examples, it is difficult to con-
cretely measure the harms and the benefits of invis-
ible theatre and Theatre of the Oppressed, making 
it hard to assess the effectiveness of this tactic. Like 
the other examples, it is not meant to, in one sweep, 
create widespread, sudden social change. Instead, it 
works on the grassroots level. It can provoke dis-
cussion about both global or local issues. This be-
ing said, one should not substitute these mediums 
for work on a broader level. There is also the issue 
of falling into the notion that “if people only knew 
the truth then they would change.” I argue that 
simply being confronted with the truth does not 
mean that you will automatically make significant 
change. Furthermore, at the heart of many The-
atre of the Oppressed narratives, there is a ‘good 
guy’ and a ‘bad guy.’ This simplistic rendering of 
the world and social relations makes the narrative’s 
message clear but does not adequately capture the 
complexity of many social issues. With this in mind, 
I think understanding these complexities is neces-
sary for creating thoughtful change.

The final case study of a group using theatre as 
a medium of social change is the Vermont-based 
Bread and Puppet Theatre company. Similar to the 
previous case study, this company uses plays to 
create dialogue. Bread and Puppet Theatre (BnP), 
since the beginning, has created pieces that oppose 

capitalism, reject liberal politics, “the bourgeois 
state and the view of progress based on techno-
logical innovation.”42 The group, led by German 
WWII refugee Peter Schumann, began in New 
York City in the 1960s. The groups first staged 
plays and attended anti-Vietnam war protests, 
where they performed with giant puppets, songs, 
and costumes. One of the core ideas behind BnP is 
the idea of ‘cheap art.’ This means making props, 
puppets, and costumes from easily available, reused 
and recycled materials, using the skills of local peo-
ple that are around, and making the performances 
available to the public. The company has created 
giant puppet shows and political theatre pieces for 
over fifty years. For instance, they have protested 
the Vietnam and Iraq wars, U.S. intervention in 
Latin America, fracking, and nuclear testing.43 The 
company now mainly resides in a communal living 
farm in Glover, Vermont with over twenty acres of 
farm land and have a full operation of bread-bak-
ing, theatre-making, and a puppet museum.44

Many of BnP pieces use elements of ancient the-
atre such as ritual, old folktales, public pageantry, 
and folk art.45 The primary goals of BnP, especially 
with their pageantry and public theatre displays, is 
to occupy public space and “influence public opin-
ion by occupying and exploiting the power of these 
sites.”46 Their style of theatre does not conform 
to realism which can make it easier for the group 
to explore taboo or fraught subjects. In addition, 
BnP’s public and anti-capitalist way of creating art 
and generating dialogue challenges authority and 
tends to “consolidate a sense of counter-cultural 
group identity, and reclaim a sense of democratic 
agency for the people rather than the State.”47 BnP 
mostly works on a local and national level but their 
productions confront international issues. Unlike 
some of the other examples, BnP does have an in-
ternational reach as they tour their shows around 
the world, however, mostly the stops are in Euro-
pean countries.

Similarly to the other case studies, it is difficult 
to assess whether or not BnP is meeting their goals. 
When asked about the company’s influence over 
politics, Peter Schuman replied: “nothing what-
soever. Very obviously you don’t influence those 
politics. They go their way and you may be wig-
gling against them and you may be running and 
screaming and excite your neighbors to do the 
same. But that’s about it.”48 Schuman then goes on 
to state that revolutions begin with cultural revolu-
tions, showing his belief that BnP’s productions are 
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contributing to narratives against the status quo. 
Schuman hopes that people who come to see the 
shows will reflect on their lives and start to think 
about a different way of life.49 BnP has existed for 
many decades and has been highly influential for 
other political and puppetry theatre companies. 
While it is almost impossible to gauge the level of 
impact on their audience, BnP’s longevity shows 
how it has become embedded in the cultural con-
sciousness of political theatre in the United States 
and abroad. Like the rebel clowning movement, 
I question BnP’s assertion that their art is for ev-
eryone. While they do consciously tell stories that 
subvert dominant narratives and use their cheap art 
philosophy, people ultimately have to buy a ticket 
to see their shows or go to their farm in rural Ver-
mont. This limits their audience to a very specific 
population of civil society that are interested in the-
atre and would probably already know about the 
type of messages in BnP’s performances.

These four case studies demonstrate the diverse 
uses of theatre and theatrical techniques for direct 
action and social change. Most of the groups do 
include discussion of international issues in their 
work but few engage in formal international part-
nerships or organizing. With the exception of rebel 
clowing, engaging with global civil society does not 
necessarily seem to be one of their goals and the 
partnerships between groups seem to be only loose 
affiliations. I argue that these groups could benefit 
from more international partnerships. What these 
groups have in common is that they use theatri-
cal techniques that promote anti-hierarchical and 
popular engagement with local and global issues. 
In addition, the groups primarily focus on creating 
change at local levels. Part of the strength of the-
atre is that it is a highly emotional and captivates 
the audience. Now in the era of online activism, 
theatre used for social change and dialogue has 
the potential to more directly engage people. The 
major challenge for some of these groups, such as 
rebel clowning and BnP, is making sure the pro-
cess and product is accessible to all. From explor-
ing these case studies, on the surface it appears that 
theatre for social change is largely conducted by 
white, middle-class artists. In saying this, I do not 
want to discount the theatre for social change work 

that is being created by the working class and peo-
ple of colour. What I mean to point out is that the 
most famous examples of theatre for social change 
are organized and conducted by middle-class white 
people. This unfortunately is unsurprising; howev-
er, for this type of theatre to have a tangible im-
pact, this needs to change. There is also very little 
academic research on the effectiveness of theatre 
used for social change. The medium is diverse and 
can be highly divisive. For example, Greenpeace’s 
theatrical ‘stunts’ or NEFA’s decision to take over 
government building. What is clear from the case 
studies is that theatre’s elements of ritual, symbol, 
and image are powerful tools that can be harnessed 
by civil society. This tactic has the potential to cre-
ate images that can be shared online and resonate 
globally or create a movement, like in invisible 
theatre, where an honest dialogue can take place. 
However, it remains difficult to assess the long-
term effects of a performance, given that it is a sub-
jective experience.50

In conclusion, this paper provides a survey of 
four case studies of theatre used for social change. 
The groups that were examined used theatre and 
theatrical tactics in diverse ways, from creating a 
play on a specific social issue like Bread and Pup-
pet or Theatre of the Oppressed, to using theatrical 
techniques like reversal of status, raising the stakes, 
and symbolism in Greenpeace and NEFA’s direct 
actions. The effectiveness of these techniques is dif-
ficult to assess and there has been little academic re-
search into the effectiveness of the groups and their 
methods. The groups explored in this paper are 
politically left-wing groups and it should be noted 
that these same techniques are used by groups on 
the right wing to the same effect. The groups pri-
marily work on a grassroots and local level but of-
ten make performances that speak to international 
issues such as nuclear testing, environmental deg-
radation, or oppression. The essence of theatre is 
collaborative and holds the potential to bring con-
cerned civil society groups together to discuss local 
problems and have their voices heard.51 Despite its 
unknown effectiveness and ability to create change, 
theatre in protest and social movements continues 
to be used internationally and holds the potential 
to be an immersive and emotional experience.
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Catherine Turnbull

When Discomfort Motivates Action: 
A Feminist Philosophical Account of 
Moral Agency and Structural Ignorance

Experiences of disorientation, as described by femi-
nist epistemologies of ignorance, may give momen-
tum to efforts for individual and collective eman-
icipation from oppressive knowledge structures. 
Drawing from Ami Harbin’s work on disorienta-
tion and moral agency, I will provide an account 
of the potential for awareness and political action 
to arise from experienced disorientations.1 Addi-
tionally, I will describe structural ignorance, as well 
as the possible implication of moral agents within 
Nancy Tuana’s taxonomy of ignorance.2 Further-
more, I will discuss the role of discomfort in in-
citing movements of social change by exploring 
the work of social justice movements in actively 
working against structural ignorance, willful igno-
rance, and epistemic injustice. I conclude by sug-
gesting a role for Tuana’s classification of ‘loving 
ignorance’ in justice-oriented moral agency and its 
considerations of empathy, which, when strength-
ened by experiences of disorientation, is a force 
against complacency.3 I attempt to give an account 
of the corporeality and materiality of manifested ig-
norance, and of how awareness of the constraints 
stemming from ignorance might be conducive to 
emancipation.

Harbin understands “experiences of disorien-
tation” to be “human experiences of feeling po-
sitioned such that relevant goals are not evident 
and reachable, and such that relevant actions are 
ones we struggle to enact or envision ourselves 
enacting.”4 She supports Gail Weiss’ position for a 
corporeal account of moral agency and writes that 
everyday agency is full of moral import.5 With this 
recognition, Harbin seeks to call into question aver-
sions to and vilifications of disorientation, suggest-
ing that there are positive and productive capac-

ities of certain experiences of discomfort. Harbin 
acknowledges that embodied experiences translate 
to expressions of morality, though she notes that 
morality is more often conceived in the abstract. 
Harbin discusses the learned nature of orientations, 
arguing that “being oriented is not always synony-
mous with well-being.”6 Harbin explains that if our 
oriented embodiments are shaped by and complicit 
in oppressive social norms, senses of disorientation 
can be sites for awareness-building, creating the 
conditions for potential political action. Addition-
ally, Harbin writes that shifts in attention caused 
by lack of ease might lead to “morally productive 
reflection” and politically transformative action.7 
For instance, “the surprising momentum some-
times present in periods of disorientation is often 
generated by experiences of our bodies as more 
open, flexible, or relational than we have previous-
ly thought.”8 Harbin suggests that experiences of 
disorientation might not only “jostle” our sense of 
embodiment and moral agency, but “propel” us to-
ward material action.9

 Following Lorraine Code, Harbin would like-
ly reject the false dichotomy between the ‘social’ 
moral agent and the ‘detached’ epistemic agent, in-
sofar as the ethical and the epistemic are invariably 
interwoven.10 This relationship must be considered 
when examining the place of moral agency within 
and against structured ignorance. If the epistem-
ic and the ethical are interwoven and the ethical 
is corporeal, then embodied experiences are sure-
ly epistemically relevant. For the moral agent, the 
corporeal experience of disorientation is insepara-
ble from the implications of this disorientation in 
the agent’s sense of self and situation. Another im-
portant acknowledgement made by Harbin is that 
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disorientation might reveal something about rela-
tionality. According to Harbin, “relationality is in 
every case a condition of our identification and ac-
tion.”11 Furthermore, “disorientations can support 
moral agency in another way by heightening sensi-
tivity to vulnerability.”12 Since a study of the epis-
temology of ignorance relies on an understanding 
of relativity, interdependence, and domination, this 
sensitivity to vulnerability is integral to grasping 
the link between disorientation and emancipation. 
Harbin suggests that the realization of one’s limita-
tions which accompany experienced disorientations 
“feeds directly into a vision of political urgency and 
the need to prioritize action.”13 It is through these 
realizations that the political momentum of disori-
entation finds its impetus.

 Epistemologies of ignorance, a recent body of 
work within feminist philosophy, aim to uncov-
er ignored knowledge, examine knowledge that 
has been withheld, reclaim denied or suppressed 
knowledge, and develop new knowledge “freed 
from the confines of traditional frameworks.”14 
These epistemologies recognize that ignorance, 
like knowledge, is situated and influenced by im-
plicit power structures.15 According to this view, 
epistemic injustices and their material implications 
are perpetuated and proliferated in varied and com-
plex ways. Tuana suggests that most feminist epi-
stemologies are “liberatory” epistemologies “that 
go beyond establishing warrantability of knowl-
edge claims to uncovering the power dimensions 
of knowledge practices.” Tuana claims that the goal 
of feminist epistemologists is not simply to know 
differently, but to undermine oppressive practices, 
to enhance and, in some instances, to make possi-
ble, epistemic responsibility.”16 Tuana asserts that, 
where current epistemic standards are embedded 
in oppressive systems, “epistemologies of resistance 
and transformation are a key response.”17 Tuana’s 
formulation of a proposed taxonomy of ignorance 
is wholly based on her account of the women’s 
health movement, which was focused on epistem-
ic injustices and their material implications in the 
lives of women. I suggest that any movement for 
social change is either implicitly or explicitly tied 
up in the reevaluation, rejection, or reclamation of 
knowledge claims, since knowledge claims, as situ-
ated, are ideologically and materially pervasive.

However, justice movements and other resis-
tance movements identify with a multiplicity of 
“theories of change.” Some movements are critical, 
aiming to point out and break down unjust struc-

tures. Other movements are positive, suggesting 
ways to create new and just conditions. Despite 
this multiplicity, all justice movements presup-
pose a knowledge of injustices, and are therefore 
relevant for epistemological analysis. Some justice 
movements might not be founded on the impera-
tive of consciousness-raising, but instead prioritize 
the urgent need for tangible change in the lives of 
marginalized peoples above or in addition to edu-
cating the general public. However, the subversive, 
activist nature of justice movements will inevitably 
come up against the barriers resulting from differ-
ent types of ignorance, no matter if the movement 
claims critical or positive status, and no matter its 
primary imperative.

Many justice movements use various forms of 
public protest and civil disobedience to spread 
awareness of their cause and the injustices they 
fight. Such public displays sometimes incite dis-
comfort, fueling awareness and action. One such 
example of this is the 1990 ‘Capitol Crawl’ in the 
United States, which will be discussed in my illus-
tration of Tuana’s taxonomy of ignorance.

Tuana proposes a taxonomy in which she dis-
tinguishes between six interwoven forms of igno-
rance. Her argument draws on the efforts of the 
women’s health movement and its fight for epis-
temic and social justice.18 These kinds of ignorance 
are described in the language of the collective. Ad-
ditionally, Tuana emphasizes “the ability partially 
to translate practices of ignorance among very dif-
ferent—and power-differentiated—communities,” 
which she asserts is necessarily contextual and in-
tersectional.19 In the following account of Tuana’s 
taxonomy, I will attempt to identify how the mor-
al agent, through an experience of disorientation, 
might challenge or break down the constraints of 
these six forms of ignorance. 

The first form of ignorance suggested by Tuana 
is “knowing that we do not know, but not caring 
to know,” in which a certain knowledge is deemed 
unrelated to one’s present interests and therefore 
judged unworthy of attention.20 Sometimes, Tuana 
suggests, ignorance results from a lack of interest. 
The corporeal, emotional, affective discomfort of 
experienced disorientation might draw an individ-
ual’s interest to a particular issue. One group’s lack 
of interest in a particular issue may reveal, when 
realized by disorientation, whose interests are be-
ing served within a particular domain. This form 
of ignorance might be produced by and highlight 
injustices in these domains.
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The second form of ignorance arises when “we 
do not even know that we do not know.”21 This 
kind of ignorance occurs when current interests 
or situations block certain knowledges. It is often 
only recognized in retrospect and might simply be 
a product of the individual’s situation. This kind 
of ignorance calls for a reach outside of the indi-
vidual’s current conception of reality. Harbin and 
others suggest that the momentum caused by mo-
ments of disorientation often make individuals re-
consider their sense of reality, which could effec-
tively lend itself to a strengthened moral agency in 
acknowledging experiences and realities outside of 
the agent’s previous considerations. Retrospective 
consideration of these knowledges might also com-
pel individuals to encourage others to shift their 
conception of reality.

The third form of ignorance is characterized as 
the systematically cultivated ignorance of certain 
groups.22 Tuana references instances where types of 
knowledge are, by those in positions of power and 
domination, deemed dangerous or unnecessary in 
the context of an external agenda.23 Individuals 
come to recognize this type of cultivated ignorance 
when they are propelled into politically charged sit-
uations. Whether it be for profit, for the perpetua-
tion of societal norms, or for another agenda, this 
type of knowledge is often a direct target of justice 
movements who aim to subvert such cultivations 
of ignorance in recognizing the injustices it pro-
duces. This carefully cultivated and systematically 
maintained ignorance can create complicit individ-
uals. In this struggle, the role justice movements 
must be to raise awareness and provoke individuals 
who complicitly participate in unjust structures and 
movements.

Moreover, “willful ignorance” is described by 
Tuana as one where “they do not know and they 
do not want to know.”24 This ignorance is not only 
extremely pervasive within structural injustice, but 
might also be the most difficult type of ignorance 
to face. For instance, Tuana references Charles 
Mills, who asserts that “racism involves an active 
production and preservation of ignorance” in the 
norms and beliefs which pervade racist societies. 
Those complicit in oppressive structure often do 
not know that the institutions and systems with-
in which they exist are materially and ideologically 
oppressive, but also do not want to know. This has 
much to do with the ways in which they benefit 
from these structures. Knowing the truth, says Tua-
na, would be much more difficult for these individ-

uals than continuing in blissful ignorance. Because 
the perpetuation of injustice for some often occurs 
in tandem with the perpetuation of comfort and 
ease for the other, willful ignorance is a challenge 
for social justice movements. It is difficult to imag-
ine anything other than a particularly intense expe-
rience of disorientation that might compel a moral 
agent to acknowledge and take action against this 
complicity. It is from this kind of ignorance which 
marginalized individuals must be emancipated, and 
against which many social justice movements work; 
this dangerous and harmful phenomenon is at the 
root of structures of domination. When we encour-
age each other to sit with discomfort, we can ac-
knowledge willful ignorance.

 Tuana notes that those “types of knowers” who 
are discredited by the structures within which they 
exist are the “ignorances produced by the construc-
tion of epistemologically disadvantaged identi-
ties.”25 These knowers are seen as questionable and 
untrustworthy by virtue of their perceived identi-
ties and set of experiences. This highlights the priv-
ilege and domination within the epistemic realm. It 
is from here that feminist epistemologies seek not 
only to “know differently,” but also to “undermine 
oppressive practices.”26 Perhaps a moral agent who 
becomes subject to a certain experience or assumed 
identity is more capable of understanding what it is 
to exist within an oppressive epistemic realm. The 
experience of moving from a position of epistemic 
privilege to one of disadvantage would certainly be 
“disorienting.” Without having this direct experi-
ence, however, moral agents who find themselves 
to be in privileged positions, wishing to understand 
and work against epistemic injustice, must rely on 
their capacity for empathy and an acknowledge-
ment of their epistemic limitation to see the urgen-
cy of these injustices.

During the Capitol Crawl in 1990, a thousand 
supporters gathered as sixty disabled protestors 
“cast aside their wheelchairs, crutches and walkers 
to crawl or drag themselves, step by step, up the 
78 marble stairs of the Capitol’s West Front,” in 
Washington, D.C.27 Although this protest did not 
overcome all ableism and disableism in the United 
States, this example is still useful in illustrating the 
challenges that ignorance poses for justice move-
ments and how they can use discomfort to call into 
question widely held conceptions of reality.

In the case of the Capitol Crawl and disability 
rights activism in the United States, it is possible 
that many non-disabled Americans were not inter-
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ested in the struggles faced by those with disabili-
ties. Perhaps actions like the Capitol Crawl sparked 
interest for an issue not previously judged worthy 
of attention. It is possible that the social positions 
and privileges of many Americans place the issues 
of disabled people in the periphery. There may 
have also been a cultivated ignorance on the part 
of structures whose proponents might have bene-
fited from the marginalization of disabled people. 
Perhaps ignorance of these issues was willfully pre-
served by a society entrenched with inequality. And 
perhaps the knowledge of disabled people was, and 
still is, disadvantaged by traditional conceptions of 
epistemic validity. Similar to the work of other jus-
tice movements, the Capitol Crawl has faced crit-
icism for its methods. Michael Winter, a leader of 
the independent living movement, said “some peo-
ple may have thought it was undignified for peo-
ple in wheelchairs to crawl in that manner, but I 
felt that it was necessary to show the country what 
kinds of things people with disabilities have to face 
on a day-to-day basis. We had to be willing to fight 
for what we believed in.”28

Tuana’s final characterization of ignorance is 
that of “loving ignorance.”29 Loving ignorance 
is different from the other forms of ignorance in 
that its recognition can be integrated into the in-
dividual’s sense of situatedness to strengthen their 

epistemic responsibility and, I suggest, their mor-
al agency. This form of ignorance exceeds our ca-
pacities for knowing. Through acknowledging this 
kind of ignorance, the “lovingly ignorant” moral 
agent realizes that there are some experiences that 
are not shared, and that “alterity is not something 
we attempt to remove.”30 Moreover, this should be 
approached with humility and wonder. Just as dis-
orientation is often averted and vilified, this kind 
of humility is often met with apprehension by con-
ventional epistemology.

Tuana quotes Haraway in suggesting that epis-
temologies of ignorance should be tools for “wid-
ening all kinds of orifices to improve observation 
and intervention in the interest of projects that are 
simultaneously about freedom, justice, and knowl-
edge.”31 In recognizing the potential held in mo-
ments of experienced disorientation for the bet-
tering of the moral agent, and in acknowledging 
the interweaving of the epistemic and the ethical, 
it seems that a reconception of the ways in which 
we conceive of the corporality of vulnerability and 
relationality lends itself to a deepened and humbled 
epistemic empathy that might provide opportuni-
ties for emancipation. This emancipation would 
not only be for those marginalized by structures 
of domination, but also for all implicated in these 
structures.
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Kiera Stel

Multiculturalism, Globalism, and 
Postmodernism: Diversity in Karen Tei 
Yamashita’s Tropic of Orange

Los Angeles, as it is depicted in Karen Tei Yamashi-
ta’s 1997 novel, Tropic of Orange, is a postmodern 
city. As much as the novel is postmodern, it is also 
a celebration of Los Angeles’ multiculturalism and 
the globalism of the region. Yamashita alludes to 
many specific pieces of literature and aspects of Los 
Angeles’ culture, but also uses aspects of dystopi-
anism, conspiracy theory, magical realism, hyper-
reality, and fragmentation to create a postmodern 
novel that reflects the diversity of Los Angeles. In 
all of these ways, Yamashita borrows heavily from 
Los Angeles’ literary tradition. She uses many dif-
ferent fragmented Los Angeles stories to build a 
narrative about the city, but then knocks that nar-
rative down in typical postmodern style.

Los Angeles is often called a ‘postmodern city’ 
for several reasons. Edward Soja, a human geogra-
pher, writes: “the particular experiences of urban 
development and change occurring elsewhere in 
the world are […] duplicated in Los Angeles, the 
place where it all seems to ‘come together.’”1 He 
describes Los Angeles as “exceedingly tough to 
track” and “a truly transitory landscape.”2 Over the 
past century, parts of Los Angeles have undergone 
significant demographic shifts. One example is the 
community of Yamashita’s character, Bobby, who 
lives in the Koreatown around Wilshire Centre.3 In 
the 1960s, this area became an established Korean 
immigrant community, but subsequent waves of 
immigration from Central America and other Asian 
countries contributed to a shifting demograph-
ic character in the decades following the sixties.4 
These changes were emphasized by Korean emi-
gration from the community after the 1992 riots.5 
Soja explains that because of the often obfuscating 
nature of communities like this one, an outsider 

can only ever see glimmers of Los Angeles rather 
than the whole city.6 

Los Angeles has also been described as postmod-
ern because of the often fragmented and discrete 
nature of the communities within it. For example, 
when Soja published his book in 1989, Redondo 
Beach, a community populated by wealthy mem-
bers of the LAX technoworld and aerospace indus-
try, was demographically almost a hundred percent 
white.7 Directly across the San Diego Freeway from 
Redondo Beach was “the edge of the largest and 
most tightly segregated concentration of Blacks 
west of Chicago.”8 The idea of Los Angeles as a 
fragmented postmodern city has had an influence 
on literature from and about Southern California. 
Rachel Adams writes that “Los Angeles is the city 
that taught us how to be postmodern,” as “for well 
over 30 years, the architecture, demographics, life-
styles, and industries of Southern California have 
inspired countless essays and books on the nature 
and significance of postmodernity.”9 Through its 
use of postmodern literary techniques, Tropic of 
Orange creates a historical excavation of the city’s 
neighbourhoods that reveals the layers of those 
communities, and also demonstrates the global na-
ture of the city.10

Another aspect of postmodernism in the novel is 
Yamashita’s heavy use of allusions to Los Angeles’ 
literary tradition. In part because of Hollywood’s 
status as a centre for the production of mass cul-
ture, Los Angeles is one of the most mediated cit-
ies in America, if not the world. This means that 
“today it is a heavily inscribed space with manifold 
literary and social/cultural representations, includ-
ing the colonial/mission myth and the dialectic of 
sunshine and noir; it is seen through the genres of 
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Chandlerian detective fiction, California surrealism 
[…] and disaster or apocalyptic narratives.”11 All of 
these genres are used in Tropic of Orange. Elisabeth 
Mermann-Jozwiak writes that “in typical postmod-
ern fashion, Yamashita writes her novel through 
and against existing literary conventions relating to 
her novel’s L.A. location.”12 Yamashita consistently 
incorporates iconic parts of well-known novels into 
the text of Tropic of Orange. For example, at several 
points in the novel, characters refer to Nathanael 
West’s Day of the Locust. Emi, while telling Gabriel 
about the car crash on the freeway, describes the 
driver as an “ex-pat from the East” who “came to 
L.A. to die.”13 This is both a direct reference to 
Tod, West’s main character in Day of the Locust, and 
to a phrase often repeated in his novel. Later in 
Tropic of Orange, Gabriel explicitly references the 
same work while describing the homeless encamp-
ment on the freeway, saying to Emi, “‘L.A.’s latest 
gala disaster, Angel. One more day of the locust.’”14 
Similarly, in another scene, Yamashita obliquely al-
ludes to Thomas Pynchon’s postmodern novel The 
Crying of Lot 49 when Gabriel muses about the 
similarities between using a woman’s chopsticks as 
hairpins and the hairpins used by Oedipus to blind 
himself in the myth referenced in Pynchon’s post-
modern novel.15

Allusions in Tropic of Orange are not simply lim-
ited to references to literature set in Los Angeles 
like Day of the Locust or The Crying of Lot 49. For 
instance, Yamashita mentions a Stephen King novel 
to reference general pop culture when members of 
the homeless encampment are listening to one of 
his books on tape while sitting in an abandoned 
van.16 She also refers to scholarship of the city, such 
as Mike Davis’ City of Quartz. Gabriel had given 
a map from Davis’ book to Buzzworm sometime 
before the beginning of the novel. In this scene:

Buzzworm studied the map. Balboa’d torn it out of 
a book for him to study. Quartz City or some such 
title. He followed the thick lines on the map showing 
the territorial standing of Crips versus Bloods. Old 
map. 1972. He shook his head. Even if it were true. 
Even if it were true, whose territory was it anyway?17

Davis’ book is mentioned in an offhand manner 
and Buzzworm misremembers the title, calling the 
map old. This implies that Buzzworm, and by ex-
tension Angelinos, disregard the scholarship of the 
areas because they feel they know better than any 
scholar could. This quote also refers to the shift-

ing postmodern nature of Los Angeles, as it implies 
that demographic maps of the city are not valid for 
very long periods of time. Yamashita also refers to 
the greater movement of city boosterism in Los 
Angeles in a more disparaging way than when any 
of the characters refer to literature. Emi asks Gabri-
el if he has ever seen an ‘I heart L.A.’ bumper stick-
er, and then says, “‘That L.A. is a desert paradise, 
sunshine, blonde people, insipid, romantic is B.S. 
Nobody hearts L.A.’”18 This is an obvious refer-
ence to how Los Angeles’ image has been manufac-
tured since the birth of the Los Angeles Chamber 
of Commerce in 1888.19 The phrase, “It all comes 
together in LA,” is an immodest and boosterish Los 
Angeles Times slogan from the 1990s.20 Yamashita 
refers to this slogan as well, when Buzzworm says 
“‘Hell, L.A. don’t go nowhere, and look at this. 
Shit just comes to us.’”21 This quote demonstrates 
a distortion of booster ideals of the city. Instead 
of seeing the confluence of things, ideas, and peo-
ple in Los Angeles as positive as the Los Angeles 
Times seems to, Buzzworm sees those same things 
as troublesome ‘shit.’

While Tropic of Orange refers directly to works 
that form part of the literary tradition of Los An-
geles, it also draws from several genres that are in-
tegral to that tradition. This compilation of genres 
is characteristically postmodern, as postmodern 
literature often uses a blend of styles and genres 
to demonstrate the lack of metanarratives in both 
literature and society. Tropic of Orange is an exam-
ple of this technique. Yamashita uses several genres 
that are present in other postmodern literature 
from Southern California, including dystopianism, 
detective fiction, magical realism, fragmentation, 
and hyperrealism.

Los Angeles has been the setting of countless 
dystopian films and novels. Mike Davis writes: 
“there is a dramatic trend over time toward the 
merging of all Los Angeles fiction with the disas-
ter […] narrative.”22 Certain characteristics of the 
city lend it to apocalyptic story lines, including its 
precipitous position on the San Andreas Fault. The 
fear of the ‘Big One’ pervades cities on the West 
Coast, and is equally present in the minds of char-
acters in the novel, including Emi, who carries an 
earthquake kit in the trunk of her car.23 Hande Tek-
demir writes: “the confluence of people and global 
markets in Los Angeles not only presents us with 
a vital image of a dynamic city, but also displays a 
place that is teeming with tension.”24 In Tropic of 
Orange, environmental and human disasters such 
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as global warming, poverty, urban violence, and 
civil war loom at the edges of the narrative.25 The 
most explicitly apocalyptic aspects of the story are 
the fiery pits on either end of a strip of the free-
way that allow for a homeless occupation of aban-
doned cars and the firestorm that the government 
uses to expel the homeless at the end of the novel. 
The cataclysmic arrest of Los Angeles traffic cre-
ates the dystopian world of reclaimed cars on the 
freeway, where the homeless are able to win the 
fight for space that they normally lose in Los An-
geles.26 Buzzworm describes the fires, which have 
tapped a natural pocket of gas below the freeway, 
as “‘Goddamn Eternal Flame’” that “‘ain’t never 
gonna blow out.’”27 He describes the heat on the 
section of freeway between the fires and the black 
smoke covering the whole area, and then rhetori-
cally asks Gabriel, “‘Is this hell?’” while likening the 
homeless people living on the freeway to the Day 
of the Dead.28 Gabriel reduces the situation to sim-
ply “‘L.A.’s latest gala disaster,’” and Manzanar’s 
narration refers to the ultimate traffic jam in Chap-
ter 35 described as “one more L.A. disaster.”29 The 
characters seem unsurprised that these events are 
taking place in Los Angeles; this is because of the 
consistent expectation of eventual dystopia that 
forms part of the Los Angeles postmodern literary 
identity.

 Similarly to how Yamashita borrows from Los 
Angeles’ dystopian tradition, she also leans on its 
tradition of noir detective fiction. This is most ap-
parent in the Gabriel voiced chapters, though it is 
often also referenced in Emi’s chapters when she 
interacts with Gabriel. Gabriel’s chapters are the 
only ones clearly written in the first-person; while 
Bobby’s chapters seem to be in the first-person, he 
refers to himself as ‘Bobby’ rather than ‘I,’ as Ga-
briel does. The following passage is indicative of 
Gabriel’s narrative style:

Suddenly I felt really tired, reached for the cold cof-
fee next to the keyboard. Maybe Rafaela would give 
me a call. Just a short call would do – my fix from 
the South. If I associated Emi with caffeine, maybe 
Rafaela was like Prozac. It was a balancing act. Who 
was I kidding? Mine was a mind game. L.A. was out 
there.30

The style of the writing in Gabriel’s chapters 
mimics the short, clear phrases that are found in 
works by Raymond Chandler and Walter Mosley, 
who have both written series of ‘hard-boiled’ de-

tective novels set in Los Angeles. Detective novels 
are ‘mind games,’ often for both the reader and the 
main character, and the passage above alerts the 
reader to similarities between Gabriel’s narrative 
and the narratives of crime fiction. As a journal-
ist, the content of Gabriel’s chapters thematically 
reflects the detective genre. He consistently keeps 
track of and attempts to unravel several conspira-
cies, including the epidemic of cocaine-filled or-
anges, the homeless occupation of the freeway, and 
an elaborate system of illegal child organ exchanges 
over the Mexican border at the hands of the C. 
Juarez cartel.

There are several metafictional moments in dia-
logue between Emi and Gabriel that draw our at-
tention to Yamashita’s use of the detective genre. 
At one point, Emi greets Gabriel, asking, “‘So 
how’s my soft-boiled detective?’” to which Gabriel 
responds, “‘You’d think I’d be hard-boiled by now 
judging by the heat down here.’”31 This is a direct 
reference to descriptions of characters like Chan-
dler’s iconic ‘hard-boiled’ detective Philip Mar-
lowe. Later, in the same conversation, Emi says dis-
paragingly: “‘There you go again trying to be part 
of a book,’” which demonstrates awareness to Ga-
briel’s heavily allusive character.32 Yamashita pulls 
tropes from this genre to both allude to Los Ange-
les’ literary history and to create a distinct voice for 
Gabriel between the other fragmented narratives in 
Tropic of Orange.

Magical realism, another genre evoked in Trop-
ic of Orange, is closely associated with postmod-
ern texts from Latin America. Yamashita’s novel 
“depicts an unstoppable flow of people and goods 
moving back and forth between the US and Mexi-
co” and it “illustrates the affirmative consequences 
of these flows in its creative fusion of Latin Ameri-
can-inspired magical realism with allusions to such 
Anglo-American sources as hard-boiled detective 
fiction” discussed above.33 The Colombian writer 
Gabriel García Márquez was one of the founding 
authors of magical realism as we know it today. The 
name of the character Gabriel in Tropic of Orange 
can be seen as a reference to Márquez. The novel 
and the character Arcangel explicitly reference one 
of Márquez’s most commonly known magical real-
ist texts, A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings.34 
Arcangel is one of the most blatant representations 
of magical realism in Tropic of Orange. In an “em-
bodiment of extreme corporeality,” Arcangel is able 
to pull both a truck that has blocked traffic to a 
Mexican market, and then pulls a bus across the 
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border between the United States and Mexico.35 
He seems to be more than five hundred years old, 
saying that he was at Plymouth Rock when the pil-
grims arrived in North America, and that he has 
travelled throughout Latin America for centuries 
while interacting with a variety of communities.36 
The magical realism in the character Arcangel 
demonstrates how migrant culture is often “repre-
sented as living on the borderline between fiction 
and reality.”37 He is able to transform his appear-
ance at will; he does so at the Cantina de Miseria 
et Hambre when he first becomes El Gran Moja-
do to announce his challenge to SUPERNAFTA, 
and again at the end of the novel during the fight, 
when, as El Gran Mojado, he sprouts large wings.38 

There are other magical transformations in the 
novel. Raphaela becomes a fire-breathing snake 
during her battle with Doña Maria’s son, who si-
multaneously turns into a feline animal. Hande 
Tekdemir summarizes magical realism as “an odd, 
matter-of-fact integration of reality and fantasy, an 
almost taken-for-granted intimacy between the ex-
traordinary and the familiar,” which can be seen in 
Raphaela’s battle.39 Simply and unassumingly, af-
ter the ‘villain’ pushes Raphaela into the car, “her 
writhing twisted her body into a muscular ser-
pent.”40 In this scene specifically, magical realism 
is used to make a traumatic incident palatable for 
both the characters and the reader.

More subtly, magical realism is present in the 
novel through the gradual distortion of time and 
space that occurs as the Tropic of Cancer moves 
northward with Arcangel from Gabriel’s Mexican 
property. Gabriel is one of the first characters to 
comment on the spatial and temporal changes that 
are occurring, saying to Emi: “‘Something’s wrong 
today, […] Yesterday, too. […] I mean the length 
of the day. The weather. The light for godssake. 
Time. It’s got something to do with time. Place. 
Damn! Every which way you turn, the sun is in 
your windshield.’”41 In his own narration, Gabriel 
says that “it seemed that for every hour [I worked 
on the news that was coming in], there was an-
other half hour hidden away that I had to catch 
up to. Time and a half.”42 The physical geography 
of Los Angeles is warping at the same time. When 
Buzzworm is talking to the young homey, the boy 
describes dodging bullets, saying that it “‘was […] 
like space curved.’”43 Later in the novel, Buzzworm 
explains to Emi and her producers that the streets 
are changing, stretching, and colliding into each 
other.44 By the time Arcangel arrives, as El Gran 

Mojado, for his fight with SUPERNAFTA, Los 
Angeles’ geography has been gradually and com-
pletely warped by the magical events taking place. 
Magical realism in this way is used in Tropic of 
Orange to show the postmodernity of Los Ange-
les; the temporal and spatial distortion of the city 
demonstrate its adaptability as well as its shifting 
and amorphous nature.

The fragmented and postmodern nature of Los 
Angeles is also represented in the fragmented nar-
rative structure of Tropic of Orange. In the first few 
pages of the book, before the narrative begins, we 
are presented with a grid labelled ‘Hypercontexts.’ 
It lays out the days of the week and the chapters in 
each day that correspond with specific characters. 
Although it “locates the central characters in time 
and space, it also provides a deceptive sense of order 
to a narrative that ultimately refuses to come to-
gether in any coherent manner.”45 The novel pres-
ents “an overload of events and information that 
makes it difficult to distinguish relevant clues from 
background noise.”46 When Arcangel promotes his 
fight with SUPERNAFTA, the narrator explicitly 
states that they have created a situation of infor-
mation saturation.47 The fragments and informa-
tion overload create a sense of hyperreality, which 
postmodern philosophers credit as a staple charac-
teristic of Los Angeles.48 Hyperreality has histori-
cal roots in Southern California— it was there that 
the first pioneering theme parks were built, and it 
therefore acts as a destination for a different reali-
ty.49 Soja writes that “the visible aggregate of the 
whole of Los Angeles churns so confusingly that it 
induces little more than illusionary stereotypes or 
self-serving caricatures—if its reality is ever seen at 
all.”50 Each of the fragmented stories in the novel is 
deliberately and distinctly narrated to augment the 
novel’s hyperreality, and the resulting polyvocality 
emphasizes the globalism of Tropic of Orange.

In Tropic of Orange, there are no Anglo-Amer-
ican characters. The seven main characters cover a 
variety of different ethnic groups that populate Los 
Angeles, from Japanese-American Emi to African 
American Buzzworm to Raphaela, who is a Mex-
ican immigrant.51 Using the mixture of stereotyp-
ical Los Angeles genres discussed above to create 
a postmodern reality, the novel tells stories that 
are not part of the normal Los Angeles narrative, 
and therefore gives voices to the normally voice-
less. Adams writes: “the novel aspires to channel 
multiple voices, particularly those that have histor-
ically been silenced or marginalized.”52 Each char-



22

acter has chapters assigned just for them, in which 
they can express themselves however they wish, be 
it in detective-style first-person for Gabriel, choppy 
first-person or third-person for Bobby, or metafic-
tional Brechtian poetry for Arcangel.53

The novel goes much further in its investigation 
of migration and diversity than a simple and na-
ive celebration of multiculturalism.54 When Gabriel 
and Emi are at a Japanese restaurant, Emi “exposes 
multiculturalism’s official rhetoric as superficial” in 
her interactions with a white woman who is also 
eating there.55 The woman says, “‘I love living in 
L.A. because I can find anything in the world to 
eat, right here. It’s such a meeting place for all sorts 
of people. A true celebration of the international 
world.’”56 When Emi sees that the other woman is 
wearing chopsticks she responds to her statement 
by asking if the woman would wear forks in her 
hair. This draws attention to how “multicultural-
ism has become a fetishized commodity, largely 
appropriated and co-opted by large corporations 
and their marketing devices.”57 The attitude of the 
woman at the restaurant demonstrates the oversim-
plification of the issues immigrant populations face, 
which Tropic of Orange tries to dissemble.

The destabilization of the Tropic of Cancer as 
the migrants unwittingly haul Mexican territory 
into Los Angeles “simultaneously illustrates the ar-
tificiality of national borders and deconstructs the 
opposition between colonial centre and periphery,” 
while also demonstrating the interdependence be-
tween the global north and south.58 In the novel, 
California is represented as a nodal point “where 
globalization threatens to erupt into environmental 
and human catastrophe, but also where people find 
themselves creating unlikely coalitions that might 
work to remedy these problems.”59 By the end of 
the novel, Manzanar’s music pulls the characters 
and people together in a way that mimics how his 
beloved freeways pull the city together at the be-
ginning of the novel. Robin Blyn suggests that “we 

might therefore conclude that Manzanar is a figure 
for the implied author of the text, his music the 
metafictional equivalent of the novel’s own art.”60 
His music pervades the second half of the novel. 
Emi listens to musical fax tones, which sound like 
“a melody she could not place but knew,” while 
“in the distance, an insane and homeless conductor 
thrashed in silence to the same rhythm.”61 For the 
finale of a series of television shows broadcast from 
the freeway, Manzanar conducts a “homeless choir 
numbering near 500 featuring three homeless ten-
ors.” When El Gran Mojado appears in the cen-
tre ring, he is “accompanied by a choral symphony 
that came from outside the auditorium and slowly 
swelled to fill it by the people themselves.” The nar-
rator reports that “everyone knew the music […] 
as if from some uncanny place in their inner ears, as 
if they had sung it all their lives.”62

To present Los Angeles as a postmodern city, 
Tropic of Orange borrows from several different 
genres, including dystopianism, detective noir, and 
magical realism, all of which are part of Los An-
geles’ literary tradition, alluded to throughout the 
novel. The narrative is presented in a fragmented 
and hyperreal narrative structure, and while “each 
incident and character might at first seem irrelevant 
to the others, the novel […] underlines the subtle 
connections among people, goods, and events in 
the globalized world,” which is illustrated by Man-
zanar’s music.63 While the story may seem to imply 
a positive metanarrative about multiculturalism in a 
way that is distinctly not postmodern, the ultimate 
futility of the symbolic challenge between the peo-
ple and the government in El Gran Mojado’s fight 
with SUPERNAFTA, as well as the government’s 
violent raid against the homeless encampment, de-
constructs that metanarrative and allows the read-
er to continue to interpret Tropic of Orange, and 
therefore Los Angeles, as postmodern. Yamashita’s 
Tropic of Orange presents a postmodern Los An-
geles by telling many different Los Angeles stories.
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Jonathan Wood

Values Mobilized: When, Why, and How 
Social Movements Occur

Social movements are constituted by the collective 
mobilization of values against the status quo. They 
occur in the context of framed societal grievances 
which are left unaddressed by the hegemonic bloc. 
This bloc is made up of the dominant class and its 
subordinate allies. Those with similar values col-
lectively work against what threatens them and to-
ward their desired society. The values of those mo-
bilized affect the means used by social movements 
to transform society and hegemonies to maintain 
them. Accordingly, this paper will explain when, 
why, and how social movements occur, borrowing 
from both theory and documentation of modern 
social movements.

When framed societal grievances are not re-
solved or disrupted by those with societal power, 
they create the fuel for social movements. This is 
what would be posited by Gramscian hegemony 
theory, which describes how the ruling bloc in so-
ciety maintains hegemony over subordinate groups 
through coercion and manufactured consent.1 To 
achieve control, the hegemons must adopt some 
of the interests of subaltern groups and assimilate 
them into living their lives through the hegemonic 
worldview.2 While such coalition groups are led by 
the hegemons, antagonistic groups are dominated, 
subjugated, or liquidated.3 If coercion and consent 
are not maintained, as is the case when the grievanc-
es of subordinate groups are not fully placated or 
quashed, hegemony is threatened and these groups 
may rise up to challenge the hegemons’ power.4 
The hegemonic group may have to accommodate 
so much that they are transformed into a coalition 
subaltern or even be destroyed—this is how new 
hegemonies are created.5 As hegemonic groups 
usually exploit subordinate ones, grievances are 

largely inevitable, and so are counter-hegemonic 
social movements.

Hegemonized societies have existed through-
out history, and so do social movements, though 
their aims and results vary widely. Here, it is use-
ful to borrow from David Aberle’s classification of 
social movements based on what the movement is 
attempting to change, and by how much.6 Move-
ments that aim to transform all of society in a rad-
ical way, like the socialist movement, are called 
revolutionary, while those that aim to change all 
of society in a limited way, like the Tea Party, are 
called reformative. Following Gramscian theory, 
the difference between radical and limited change 
depends on whether the demands of the movement 
necessitate the radical end of the current hegemo-
ny, or whether the subordinate groups and their 
grievances may be adopted into the coalition of the 
current hegemony. Movements that aim to change 
only a part of society in a radical or limited way 
are alternative and redemptive social movements, 
respectively. Such movements may be important, 
like the anti-bullying movement, but they do not 
threaten the hegemonic powers in society. Thus, 
social movements might have several aims and 
varying degrees of success, but it is in revolutionary 
social movements that the stakes are highest.7

Today’s neoliberal age has created many unac-
commodated grievances ignored by the hegemon-
ic bloc. As neoliberalism’s ability to manufacture 
consent has decreased, social movements have 
gained power.8 The neoliberal bloc’s rise to global 
hegemony in the 1980s resulted in the end of the 
Keynesian welfare state of regulation, unionization, 
and high standards of living.9 It has also created a 
global surge in inequality and capitalist power, con-
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tinued United States support for imperialism across 
the world, exacerbated global warming, and caused 
the Great Recession.10 It will undoubtedly cause 
further suffering before its demise. Given these 
factors and an electoral politics under a neoliberal 
consensus, many social movements have emerged: 
the global justice movement, the Zapatistas, the 
resistance to the Argentine dictatorship and Israeli 
occupation, the environmental movement, and the 
Occupy movement are only a few of many.11

The way in which people mobilize their griev-
ances depends on ‘frames.’ As Erving Goffman de-
scribed them, frames are structures of interpreta-
tion that allow people “to locate, perceive, identify, 
and label” things in the world.12 By giving mean-
ing to phenomena, frames organize experience and 
guide actions, including social movements. David 
Snow and Robert Benford describe how frames 
function in social movements by highlighting how 
they may align and resonate with the frames of in-
dividual people, thus encouraging participation.13 
But as there are many different ideological frames 
throughout society, shared grievances may result 
in the birth and promulgation of conflicting social 
movements. In response to the consequences of 
neoliberalism, especially given its legitimation cri-
sis since the Great Recession, revolutionary social 
movements arose from both radical left and right 
frames.14 Chris Dixon’s Another Politics describes 
the modern anti-authoritarian, anti-oppression, an-
ti-capitalist, and nonsectarian left, built from many 
historical strands.15 It continues to clash with the 
white supremacist and neo-fascist alt-right.16 Some 
frames reinforce the hegemony and others chal-
lenge it; those whose frames resonate with the he-
gemonic class may do nothing, or they may active-
ly reproduce the status quo in a kind of everyday 
‘social reinforcement movement’ produced by the 
hegemony.

Social movements must recruit people to join 
and actively participate in their cause—this is how 
they gain power. Snow and Benford propose that 
the frames advanced by movements must resonate 
with many people to succeed.17 Diagnostic framing 
of the problem, prognostic framing of solutions, 
and motivational framing to encourage participa-
tion are all important.18 Constituents of the water 
rights movement exemplify this when they elicit 
anger and hope, appeal to popular values like pre-
serving the world for our descendants, refer to sci-
entific discourse, and use symbols like David and 
Goliath.19 

Snow et al. outline different frame alignment 
processes.20 These include frame bridging and 
frame extension. Frame bridging consists of the 
linkage of similar but unconnected frames regard-
ing a particular issue, while the frame extension 
addresses the expansion of a movement’s frame 
to encompass the interests and points of view of 
potential allies.21 These concepts are explored in 
Another Politics’ prescription of nonsectarianism, 
engaging reform issues to advance revolutionary 
movements, and revolutionizing the vision and 
aims of reform movements.22 Accordingly, social 
movements contest the hegemony, its frames, and 
social movements with conflicting frames.

Making the intrinsic rewards of participation 
greater than the costs is another means of moti-
vating mobilization. J.P. Weismuller, for exam-
ple, applies Olson’s “free-rider problem” to social 
movements: in this scenario, it is more “rational for 
individuals to abstain and reap the rewards of oth-
ers’ involvement rather than paying the costs (time, 
effort, repression, marginalization, etc.) of partici-
pating in social movements.”23 However, he adds 
that this may be overcome by working in small, 
non-hierarchical groups, for they “are bound by 
ties of mutual commitment and solidarity.”24 Dix-
on also works with such strategies. He explains the 
importance of relationship-building, care, friendli-
ness, and listening, as well as the benefits of offer-
ing opportunities for many levels and avenues of 
participation and spreading leadership skills so that 
all members can contribute.25 He also emphasizes 
the importance of fighting in immediate, meaning-
ful, and inspirational struggles beyond insular ac-
tivist circles.26 Dixon further notes that people re-
sist dominant institutions in small ways every day.27 
In this sense, the purpose of social movements is 
to encourage and facilitate individuals’ grievances 
toward direct, collective action.

With this power, social movements seek to 
change the world in a variety of related ways. Be-
cause movements are groups of people aiming for 
a collective goal, they will be consciously strategic 
and organized in their work toward its achieve-
ment. Effective strategizing is essential.28 To the 
movements in Another Politics, it involves three as-
pects: engaging with present issues while moving 
toward a new world, building counter-institutional 
power, and effectively and critically using organiza-
tions as vehicles for change.29 The first is essential 
for movement-building, while the second largely 
consists of elite placation, but may evolve to be 
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counter-hegemonic. The third is outside of hege-
mony and necessary for progressing beyond what 
it is willing to accept. All involve power, strategy, 
and organization.

In short, social movements consist of collectives 
changing the status quo by using frames and in-
trinsic motivations to mobilize populations, and by 
strategically increasing and organizing their pow-
er to meet their objectives. They work against the 
structures that produce their grievances while ad-
vocating for a new world that will instantiate their 
values. One must note, however, that a group’s 
ends are necessarily connected with their means: 
the values mobilized also strongly influence what 
tactics are used. The values of social movements are 
reflected both in their aims and their methods, thus 
prefiguring and expanding their new, ideal world 
within the present one.

In his discussion of ‘prefigurative’ politics, 
Dixon describes the tension between the contra-
dictory and challenging necessity of such efforts: 
“on the one hand, developing entirely liberatory 
social relations is never fully possible in a context 
of domination; on the other hand, developing 
such social relations is crucial to building visionary 
movements capable of transforming the world.”30 
He also highlights the potential dangers of prefig-
urative forms.31 Organizers may use them dogmat-
ically and ineffectively—they sometimes focus on 
individual behavior rather than group practices and 
engage in absolutism and purging. They may be-
come so fixated on prefigurative practice that they 
lose sight of their social goals, thus mistaking an 
inward-looking, prefigurative means for the end. 
With a strategic, experimental, and open-minded 
approach however, the new world can both exist in 
the old and push beyond it.32

In the anti-authoritarian left, prefigurative prac-
tices are common and develop over time—a few of 
them are especially noteworthy. One is non-hierar-
chical decision-making, which critiques the domi-
nating power structure of society, offers an inspir-
ing and alternative vision, builds community and 
a sense of shared purpose, opens spaces for critical 
strategizing, and helps people develop democratic 
participation skills.33 At its best, it is an ideal pre-
figurative practice, “both a tool and a vision” with 
“political and practical reasons.”34 Finding new 
ways of relating to one another is also an important 
and visionary practice: this includes acknowledg-
ing and working with the privilege and oppression 
of each member, genuinely caring for each other, 

and simply being kind.35 Developing prefigurative 
counter-institutions, spreading leadership, and or-
ganizing the inner capacities of affected commu-
nities to fight for change also count among such 
practices.36 Occupy Love illustrates how love moti-
vates the aims, frames, and methods of the Occupy 
movement, the environmental movement, and the 
indigenous rights movement.37 

Prefigurative practices are present in the resur-
gent radical right as well. Graham et al.’s paper on 
moral foundation theory posits that morality is 
made up of five evolutionary foundations which are 
found across human cultures: care, fairness, loyalty, 
authority, and purity.38 The levels of these values 
vary widely however, and they are expressed differ-
ently within various ideologies. Their survey data 
show that social conservatives in America score 
lowest on care and fairness foundations, but have 
high scores in the other three foundations.39 A look 
at modern alt-right groups shows that these foun-
dations are given form within the values and frames 
of toxic masculinity, white supremacy, ultra-nation-
alism, and the veneration of violence and domi-
nation.40 In their tactics, these foundations find 
prefigurative forms in violent and hateful marches, 
attacks on left-wing protestors, displays of milita-
rism and guns, defenses of symbols of oppression, 
and exclusion and targeting of minorities.41

Building on the idea of a hegemonic ‘social rein-
forcement movement,’ the values of the hegemon-
ic frames influence the hegemonic bloc’s tactics in 
exercising coercion and manufacturing consent 
against social movements. Elsipogtog: The Fire Over 
Water documents the movement of the Elsipogtog 
First Nation against the shale gas exploration on 
their territory in northern New Brunswick.42 In the 
face of a potential fracking-related contamination of 
their water, Elsipogtog First Nation allied with lo-
cal Acadian and environmentalist groups to disrupt 
exploration work, clash violently with police and 
mainstream media, and protest alongside the Idle 
No More movement. The hegemonic bloc, made 
up of the state, corporate elites, and hegemonic 
media responded with riot police, military inter-
vention, disparaging frames, and political posturing 
of liberal values and capitalist development. This is 
to be expected within the mainstream values and 
frames of state authority, which depicts colonial law 
as fair, the mainstream media as true, Indigenous 
peoples as ungrateful, and capitalist development as 
the central good of society.43 Through such means, 
the hegemony reproduces and reinforces the old 



27

world while preventing the emergence of a new 
one.

Thus, enacted values are central to social move-
ments. Prefigurative politics take different forms 
among left- and right-wing social movements, re-
flecting different and often opposing values. They 
are also present in the hegemony insofar as they 
reinforce its dominant values. Both the context 
of values and the actions of social movements are 
therefore fundamentally intertwined.

Social movements are the mobilizations of 
framed grievances. Participants in social move-
ments strive toward the creation of a new world 
in a hegemonic society. They grow so long as the 
hegemony does not sufficiently exercise coercion 
and manufacture consent. They act because frames 

and intrinsic motivations push people to act. They 
operate in variating and conflicting ways that reflect 
their values. Social movements demonstrate the 
grievances of dissenters and give contested frames 
form—they are mobilized values.

In closing, another narrative has also been woven 
through this paper: global neoliberal hegemony, 
the counter-hegemonic frames that have struggled 
under its consensus, and the left and right revolu-
tionary movements that have risen in neoliberal-
ism’s increasing crisis. Both narratives are building 
the foundations for a new world. As it stands, their 
contest will determine the fate of our societies. 
In the wake of this conflict, each individual must 
choose their values and decide how to act on them. 
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Saskia van Walsum

“This Land Is Your Land”: What Americana 
Taught Me About Being Canadian

In 1999, conflict broke out between the Mi’kmaq 
residents of Egenoôpetitj, New Brunswick, and 
their Settler neighbours in Burnt Church. The 
catalyst was a Supreme Court ruling, which found 
that applying existing fisheries regulations to the 
Mi’kmaq people was unconstitutional, given their 
existing treaties with the Canadian government. As 
the people of Esgenoôpetitj fished, the people of 
Burnt Church protested, and the situation quick-
ly escalated to violence on both sides. Cottages 
and sacred places were burnt, trucks and fishing 
equipment were destroyed.1 The Royal Canadian 
Mounted Police, the Department of Fisheries and 
Oceans, and the Coast Guard later intervened, and 
their violence toward Indigenous fishermen and 
protesters was documented on local and national 
news.2 Independent observers largely disregarded 
the stake that the people of Burnt Church had in 
the issue.3 Although negotiators on behalf of the 
federal government insisted that the dispute was 
about lobster fishing, for many locals it boiled 
down to identity, and a potentially revolutionary 
question—who really belongs on this land? The 
dispute lasted nearly three years. The fabric of the 
towns, according to some residents, remains per-
manently changed.4

The Burnt Church Crisis, while maybe an ex-
treme example, is not unique. Questions of place 
and belonging are simmering across the Canadian 
landscape. The migratory increase has overtaken 
the natural increase in population.5 Meanwhile, of 
those who are born in Canada, Métis, First Na-
tions, and Inuit people together make up the fast-
est growing population group.6 Increasingly, White 
Settler Canadians, and by this I mean White peo-
ple who do not consider themselves immigrants to 

Canada, myself included, will be confronted with 
what belonging to this place called ‘Canada’ really 
means. It is not the job of Indigenous people to 
make us Settlers feel at home, but most of us cannot 
“go back where we came from,” either. In order to 
move forward productively, we need to find a way 
to think about place that does not displace Indige-
nous peoples’ rights to the land. I do not have the 
answers. However, writing frankly about my own 
experience can be a step in a good direction.

I am a young, White, English-speaking, cisgen-
der woman from an upper-middle class family, 
whose history in Canada began with the coloniza-
tion of the Great Plains. In many ways, my back-
ground and my identity put me in an odd position 
to be writing about connection to place. I have 
never lived in one community for more than three 
consecutive years, have crossed the continent a 
couple of times, and have been “from” somewhere 
else since the moment I was born, in Vermont, to 
two Canadian parents. So, I cannot speak about the 
sense of place that comes from generations of con-
nection. Nor can I truly understand the grief and 
trauma of displacement; because of my economic 
and racial privilege, all my moves have been volun-
tary and smooth. What I can do is reflect on what 
my experience of place might mean, by pointing 
out Settler identity as an unmarked category, by 
discussing how my sense of place interacts with my 
colonial past, and by considering the roles class and 
globalization play in the way I connect to place.

Of all the memories I could use to summarize 
these conflicted strata of local meaning, above all 
a song comes to mind: “This Land Is Your Land,” 
by Woodie Guthrie, written in 1940. The version 
I learned in my Texan third-grade class was an ode 
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to land and country, with undertones of Manifest 
Destiny. It begins,

This land is your land, this land is my land
From California, to the New York island; 
From the redwood forest to the Gulf Stream waters
This land was made for you and me.

I loved that song. I loved its suggestion that 
I could belong to the land simply because I was 
there. To a young Canadian who could remember 
nothing but the dry Texan landscape, Guthrie’s 
song was a precious invitation, a permission slip 
to call this place mine. I was not the only one to 
take notice of that particular quality. In his book 
Red Earth, White Lies, influential Native Ameri-
can activist and intellectual Vine Deloria Jr. drew 
an explicit connection between the song, and the 
long-standing colonial myth of a North American 
Terra Nullius.7 Guthrie’s tune also acquired surpris-
ing traction among my classmates, going through 
a series of playground permutations. One oddly vi-
olent version was especially popular. We chanted it 
from the tops of hills and plastic castles. It went:

This land is my land, and it’s not your land
From California to the New York Island
And if you touch it, I’ll shoot your butt off
This land was made for me not you.

My classmates and I had gone from Terra Nulli-
us to violent conquest in less than a day.

Somehow, the new lyrics made their way to my 
parents, who gently explained to me that this land 
was not, in fact, made for me. It belonged to peo-
ple who had lived here for a very long time before 
any White people arrived and forced them to leave 
on something called the Trail of Tears. In The Com-
plexity of Identity, Beverly Tatum wrote that “in the 
areas where a person is a member of the dominant 
or advantaged social group, the category is usual-
ly not mentioned. That element of their identity 
is so taken for granted by them that it goes with-
out comment.”8 For most of my life, most aspects 
of my identity have gone unmarked and unques-
tioned. The revelation I had because of Guthrie’s 
song—that I am a Settler—made me scared, angry, 
and upset precisely because it was a revelation. Yes, 
I had been told that I was not Texan, or was not 
American. But at a very fundamental level, whether 
or not it was right for me to be in Texas, living 
the way I did, I had never questioned it. Canadi-

an identity is much the same. In her recent book 
My Conversations with Canadians, Sto:Loh nation 
writer Lee Maracle said, “It seems that the identity 
of Canadians is never up for question. […] It is 
as if it does not matter whether or not Canadians 
have an identity. It does not seem that they need 
one. […] The point that they are making is that my 
identity is violable.”9 When Settlers think and talk 
about Canada, our role as Settler Canadians often 
goes unacknowledged or at least un-confronted. I 
do not remember much of how I reacted to the 
news that I am a Settler. I do remember horror, 
anger, and guilt. My immediate follow-up question 
was something along the lines of “but we didn’t do 
that, right?”

I feel incredibly fortunate that I had the time to 
feel those things and ask that question as a child. 
By no means has it meant that I am or have al-
ways been fully lucid about my privilege, or been 
an effectively anti-racist and anti-colonial ally. I am 
increasingly aware many White Settlers do not get 
this chance. Consequently, they tend to respond to 
racial stress as adults without an adult-level of ex-
perience in managing those emotions, resulting in 
defensive modes that channel attention away from 
questions about their legitimacy. Robin diAngelo 
described this trend in their article “White Fragil-
ity,” and it showed up clearly in the Burnt Church 
crisis.10 This was most obvious in the behaviour 
of the Canadian government, which attempted to 
avoid discussions of sovereignty and treaty rights 
by explicitly and implicitly removing them from le-
gitimate discourse, and by constructing a focus on 
the issue of conservation instead.11 These all serve 
the same function as the question that I posed as a 
child, hoping to absolve myself of any connection 
to the violent history of my home. They are defen-
sive ways of saying “but that wasn’t us. That isn’t 
me.” Saying this preserves the status quo, protect-
ing individual Canadian Settlers from the need to 
re-evaluate their relationship with Canada and the 
legitimacy of Canadian hegemony. Before Settler 
Canadians can come to an understanding of our 
place on the land that does not rely on the absence 
of Indigenous people, we need to overcome this 
tendency to imagine ourselves as separate from his-
tory.

In preparation for this essay, I took a minute to 
look up “This Land Is Your Land” and discovered 
that the version I knew represented only about two 
thirds of the original song. When Guthrie wrote it, 
the tune was a commentary on the human costs of 
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rising income inequality and land privatization. It 
achieved fame when music producers stripped it of 
its Marxist overtures and marketed it to elementary 
schools as ideal material for an American musical 
education.12 This brings me to another important 
aspect of my relationship to place: wealth and class. 
It is easy for me to say that Canadians need to over-
haul their sense of place—I have never been bound 
to place in the same way many Canadians are. For 
the people of Burnt Church, place was not only 
about feeling at home, it was about livelihood.13 
In a natural resource-based economy like that of 
Canada, their situation is likely not unique. Rural 
communities are often constructed as backwards 
places, resisting the modernizing power of urban 
culture.14 They are subjected to a process of “Mc-
Donaldization,” which seeks to make place largely 
interchangeable and comfortable for visitors.15 Al-
though I would hardly call myself urban, it is hard 
to imagine that the ease with which I have made 
myself at home across continents is not a result of 
this same homogenization. However, many rural 
communities rightfully resist. I think the fact that I, 
the outsider, am never allowed to be “from here” 
is a small-scale example of this tendency to assert 
the distinctiveness of local identity. King also point-
ed out this resistance among the people of Burnt 
Church, who criticized the government of Canada 
for being distant, high-handed, and unconcerned 
with their needs. When I, a definite product of glo-
balization, say simply that Canadians need to trans-
form how they think about their place in Canada, 
am I not committing the same error of judgement 
as the Canadian activists in Burnt Church, who saw 
the non-Native residents as “peripheral”?16 In a way, 
making broad statements about the need for all Ca-
nadians to reform their relationship with the land is 
just another form of renouncing personal responsi-

bility. The people calling for reform are usually, like 
me, economically privileged, not reliant on the nat-
ural resource economy, and relatively mobile. They 
(we) will not suffer any material loss from saying 
that the land is not ours, and we transfer responsi-
bility to the peripheral, “backwards” rural commu-
nities for whom the land has direct economic and 
emotional significance. Therefore, privileged White 
Settler narratives about not belonging to the land, 
while perhaps not so dependent on the silence of 
Indigenous peoples, instead create further inequal-
ity for rural Settlers without as much political or 
financial clout.

A truly productive approach to reforming ideas 
about place, I think, would not only incorporate 
the historical and continuing violence done to In-
digenous peoples. It would also directly address the 
shared responsibility urban and multilocal settlers 
like myself have in dispossessing Indigenous peo-
ple. It would recognize that simply letting go of 
place is probably not possible. I know that even for 
me, an apparently landless person, land has pro-
found meaning. I feel myself to be composed of 
stratum from all of the places I have lived. I still 
feel Canadian, American, Texan, Quebecois, Mari-
timer, and the list goes on. Eradicating those iden-
tities in myself, and attempting to eradicate them 
in other people, is an unnecessary and counterpro-
ductive violence. Settlers have been here for too 
long to simply take back history, and attempting to 
do so risks severing rural identity and connection 
to place for the sake of another Canadian nation-
alist feel-good story that refuses to meaningfully 
address social inequality in its myriad forms. While 
this land might not have been made for me, I am 
here now. The next step is figuring out how to be 
here in the best way possible.
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Matthew Cross

The Islamic Proto-State: Assessing the 
Foreign Policy of a Potential Caliphate

A global coalition led by the United States of 
America has been constructed to defeat the Islamic 
State (IS, also known as the Islamic State of Iraq 
and the Levant, ISIL/ISIS, or the Arabic acronym 
Da’esh). Current operations underway are focusing 
on efforts to retake Mosul, Iraq, with the eventu-
al goal of recapturing all IS-controlled territories.1 
However, several important strategic impediments 
face the coalition: the IS maintains a narrow but 
deep root of support in the region, they use an un-
conventional and hyper-violent form of fighting, 
and they have claimed a significant amount of ter-
ritory, thus placing themselves at the forefront of 
other conflicts.2 Finally, and most importantly, the 
IS considers itself a legitimate caliphate and state, 
and has declared itself as such. The following paper 
will address this claim and assess the IS’s foreign 
policy in terms of complex realism. This paper does 
not defend the legitimacy or illegitimacy of the IS’s 
claim, but rather explores what would be the con-
ventions of an IS proto-state.

Complex realism is used because it recognizes 
foreign policy as being developed and enacted in 
a complex international arena by self-concerned 
states. Moreover, it furthers the realist claim which 
identifies the relative balance of power as the driving 
force behind foreign policy by including state, re-
gional, and global variables in its analysis. Through 
this lens, this paper will begin by delving into the 
foreign policy environment and regime type of the 
Islamic State. Additionally, an analysis of the state, 
regional, and global security environment of the 
Islamic State will be conducted. Finally, this under-
standing of the foreign policy and security environ-
ment of the Islamic State will be illustrated through 
a case study of the foreign policy response of the 

Islamic State toward Syria.
Foreign policy consists of the attributes of a 

state’s identity and orientations toward its neigh-
bours, regional powers, and the global state sys-
tem.3 The IS lays its foreign policy foundations in 
its identity of religious fundamentalism, conceptu-
alizing itself as a militant manifestation of Muslim 
identity. This paves the way for its aggressive pol-
icies in trying to influence, control, and overtake 
territory in the region. The IS sees itself as the sav-
iour of the Sunni Muslim world, in anticipation of 
the Day of Judgment, and as the legitimate state to 
which the true Muslim people will flock. Its foreign 
policy aggressively pursues the manifestation of this 
worldview.4 Furthermore, the IS identity includes 
a modus operandi of political terrorism reminiscent 
of earlier terror groups, such as Al-Qaeda, but with 
a claim of legitimacy to a fairly large region, giving 
it much more authority.

For the IS, the world around them is full of infi-
dels. The IS is tied to a very particular set of Islam-
ic legislature. Their ideology has been influenced 
by teachings that go back several hundred years, 
to Wahhabism. This is a view not altogether dis-
similar to some of the traditions Saudi Arabia pro-
mulgates.5 With this ideology, “the interpretation 
or understanding of the Quran is to restore Islam’s 
early days of glory through a jihad waged against in-
ternal and external enemies; the Salafist movement 
perceives the time of the Prophet Muhammad as 
ideal and the first Caliphs who succeeded him as 
role models.”6 However, whether the IS acts as a 
distortion of these teachings is not being debated 
by the IS. Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the IS’s current 
leader and the latest of successive self-proclaimed 
caliphs, goes to great lengths to ensure that all of 
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the IS’s actions are justified in the Quran or Had-
ith. Not unlike the other states in the region, their 
ideology is authoritarian, but is much more strong-
ly based in the presence of an unwavering religious 
identity that seeps into every aspect of the state.7

The IS has institutionalized a belief of offensive 
realism, whereby obtaining territory is the primary 
goal. This goal supports the IS’s further aspirations 
of a Sunni Muslim hegemony in the region, and 
ultimately the destruction of all non-believers.8 As a 
proto-state, the IS has not achieved the point where 
security is their priority. Instead, the state strives for 
legitimacy through force and terror. The IS ascribes 
to a particular strategic doctrine of radical violence; 
for example, IS fighters have destroyed thousands 
of years of culture in Mosul as a display of power 
and have spread propaganda videos of beheadings 
and burnings.9 In fact, the behavioural culture of 
the IS is noteworthy and is almost unlike anything 
seen before —it has combined the hyper-violence of 
a terrorist organization into state-mandated action 
that makes attacking or trying to contain it incred-
ibly difficult.10 The IS’s methods of governance are 
brutal and unjust, which makes it difficult to pre-
dict what the proto-state will do next or how they 
will respond to an attack.11

At its peak, some 10 million people lived in 
IS-controlled territory, however current esti-
mates hover around 6 million.12 Geopolitically, 
the proto-state encompasses large and under-pop-
ulated swaths of territory in both Iraq and Syria, 
yet these are both heavily contested and not po-
litically recognized. The IS is a categorical ‘hard’ 
power, using guerrilla warfare and hyper-violence 
to achieve its goals. The state has almost no ‘soft’ 
power over allies, given that it is an unrecognized 
state and exerts its influence by attracting followers 
through ideology or from other terrorist organiza-
tions.13 Though unrecognized, the IS does wield a 
great deal of influence in the region, both as a mil-
itary unit and a religious power. This has allowed 
the proto-state to hold their territories quite well 
in the face of Western opposition, despite its lack 
of allies.

To quote the Centre for the Analysis of Terror-
ism (CAT): “the theoretical value of assets under 
ISIS control (oil reserves, gas reserves, minerals, 
cash assets) was estimated at $ 2,260 billion by the 
end of 2015, i.e. up 11% compared to late 2014.”14 
Its “economic model, unprecedented for a terrorist 
organization, is based upon its territorial control, 
which provides it with financial self-sufficiency and 

diversified resources.”15 Although this model was 
unsustainable in 2016, the value of IS holdings 
are still high due to their diversification and other 
means of cash flow.

One of the key ideas that separates the IS from 
other terrorist organizations is its regimental struc-
ture. As Col. Dr. Jacques Neriah of the Jerusalem 
Centre for Public Affairs notes:

IS is much more than a terrorist organization; it is 
a terrorist state with almost all governing elements. 
Over the last three years, since the beginning of the 
civil war in Syria, the Islamic State developed from an 
extremist fringe and marginal faction participating in 
the civil war to become the strongest, most ferocious, 
and best funded and best armed militia in the reli-
gious and ethnic war.16

The regime is a religious autocracy, a caliphate, 
headed by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.17 

Little is known about Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, 
otherwise known as Caliph Ibrahim. Nonetheless, 
there is a general understanding that he is a bru-
tal leader who retains full control over the foreign 
policy of the proto-state.18 Consequently, the IS is 
a regime “in which the power is personalized and 
concentrated, and especially in times of fluidity or 
crisis, [al-Baghdadi’s] personal style, values, percep-
tions, and misperceptions make an enormous dif-
ference.”19 This regime and leadership style has led 
to the IS-induced violence in the Middle East to-
day. As caliph, al-Baghdadi is the sole decider in all 
decisions regarding the state, though this is not to 
say that he works alone.20 The IS has developed an 
intricate governing structure based around a mix 
of regional administrations and national councils.

The IS elite is cohesive, to the extent that there 
appears to be almost no dissatisfaction within the 
leadership coordination. As a whole, the IS can be 
described as a risk-acceptant entity, opting for an 
aggressive foreign policy. Thanks to the religious 
doctrine holding them together, the IS rarely ex-
periences in-fighting. As Neriah said, “even though 
little has been published about the structure gov-
erning the Islamic State—mainly for security rea-
sons—the Islamic State seems to be partly com-
posed of former military officers who served in the 
Iraqi Army until Saddam Hussein’s ousting.”21 

The structure of the state is composed of five 
councils. The Military Council includes three mem-
bers whose task is to plan and supervise the military 
commanders and the actual operations in the field. 
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The Shura (Consultative) Council is tasked with 
supervising state affairs. The Judicial Authority 
deals with all judicial issues as well as spreading the 
message of the Islamic State by means of recruit-
ment and preaching. The Defense, Security and 
Intelligence Council is responsible for the personal 
security and safety of the Caliph; also serves to im-
plement orders, campaigns, and judicial decisions 
and is responsible for the collection and dissemina-
tion of intelligence. The Islamic State Institution 
for Public Information is the propaganda wing of 
the IS.22

The security environment of a state can be ex-
amined through three levels of analysis: state, the 
dimensions inside of a nation; regional, where 
the state fits relative to others in the region; and 
global, whether the state exists in a one-power or 
two-power system.23

One must also note that the IS is, as Graeme 
Wood described, a hermit kingdom.24 It enjoys a 
small but fiercely loyal level of support that is spread 
thin throughout a region where every one of its 
‘neighbours’ wants it destroyed. As previously stat-
ed, the state has the absolute obedience of its peo-
ple. Estimates suggest that areas the IS can tax had 
a pre-war population between 2.8 million and 5.3 
million people.25 This population is, for the most 
part, non-revolutionary. This is most likely out of 
fear of violent backlash from the government’s in-
credibly strict religious police, who control the re-
gion using propaganda displaying the might of the 
state, and violence to quell any subversion.26 Since 
the proto-state does not have globally recognized 
borders, it is difficult to fully understand the social 
divisions that exist within the state. However, given 
that its region encompases large swaths of Iraq and 
Syria, it is likely that the state has the same social 
cleavages between Sunni and Shi’a, and Arab and 
non-Arab.27 Within the area the IS controls, there 
is opposition from both non-Sunnis and Sunnis 
who view the actions of the IS as illegitimate.28

Regionally, the IS does not have political affilia-
tions in the conventional sense, given that it is not 
a globally recognized state. However, what does 
merit consideration in this regard is its influence in 
the region. The proto-state is decidedly anti-West-
ern, promotes violence against opposition groups, 
and is politically weak in the region.29 Other than a 
few splintered terrorist organizations, the IS has al-
most no allies in the regions that it controls. More-
over, its enemies include: the Iraqi government and 
military, Shia militias, Kurdish fighters in Iraq and 

Syria, the Syrian regime, the U.S.A., Iran, Turkey, 
Saudi Arabia, and the Lebanese militants Hezbol-
lah.30 Given the balance of power in the region be-
ing tilted so heavily against them, however, it is re-
markable that the proto-state has managed to stay 
intact and sustain relatively few losses (at the time 
of writing, Mosul—an IS stronghold—has still not 
been fully captured, despite a global coalition try-
ing to do so). The proto-state possesses relatively 
poor military capabilities but has a large army and is 
risk-acceptant, leading them to invade and attempt 
to control new territory regularly.31

In the current one-power world, the IS has an 
antagonistic relationship with the hegemony of 
the U.S.A.32 The IS seeks to promote a view that is 
threatened by cultural globalization. Consequent-
ly, the IS invests heavily in controlling the discourse 
of the region.33

The culmination of the IS’s foreign policy can be 
observed in its current role in the Syrian conflict. 
For instance, Ruth Sherlock notes that:

 
Over the last three years, since the first stirrings of the 
civil war in Syria, the Islamic State – formerly ISIS 
– has burgeoned from an extremist fringe group to 
the strongest, best funded and best armed militia in 
modern history. The group became flush with cash 
from revenues of selling oil from the fields it controls 
in Syria’s northern province of Deir al-Zour.34

The IS grew out of what was al-Qaeda in Iraq. 
They quickly became a major force in the country’s 
sectarian insurgency. According to BBC News, 
the group joined a rebellion against Syria’s Bashar 
al-Assad, giving it access to weapons and person-
nel in 2011. At the same time, the US’ withdrawal 
from Iraq—as well as anger from the Sunni popu-
lation at the country’s Shia-led government—cre-
ated a power vacuum in the region, one that the 
IS filled.35 In 2013, the group began seizing terri-
tories in the region and officially changed its name 
to ISIS—the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant. 
The following year, ISIS overran large swathes of 
northern and western Iraq, claimed a caliphate, and 
changed their name to the Islamic State.36

The IS’s role in Syria is complex. The IS respond-
ed to the power vacuum with aggressive territorial 
expansion. However, given that the proto-state is 
not an actual state, its foreign policy does not align 
with a conventional state policy.37 For instance, the 
IS does not concern itself with balance of power 
politics like Iran would and does not have to as-
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cribe to conventions of warfare or military sports-
manship.38 The IS has been able to move aggres-
sively in the region, even without the aid of allies, 
using the discord in Syria to annex territory.

The arrival of the IS in Syria has proved a further 
headache for all conflicting parties in the state, spe-
cifically around Aleppo. Many actors, including the 
Free Syrian Army, the Assad Regime, Turkey, and 
the USA, are already gridlocked in trying to fight 
for territorial dominance. An added complexity is 
that many of the parties that are denouncing and 
fighting the IS are the ones who initially supplied 
and funded it. Among them were Turkey and the 
USA.39 The IS is a creation of the in-fighting that 
has occurred in the region. By continuing attacks 
and disrupting peace talks, they have made resolu-
tion difficult to achieve.40

In terms of the IS’s territorial ambitions, some-
times the territory they appear to dominate does 
not have any strategic importance, but rather a re-
ligious significance. As Wood said:

The Islamic State has attached great importance to 
the Syrian city of Dabiq, near Aleppo. It named its 
propaganda magazine after the town, and celebrated 
madly when (at great cost) it conquered Dabiq’s stra-
tegically unimportant plains. It is here, the Prophet 
reportedly said, that the armies of Rome will set up 
their camp. The armies of Islam will meet them, and 
Dabiq will be Rome’s Waterloo or its Antietam.41

Wood’s statement is further supported by the 
fact that the aimed result of the IS is a caliphate 
that sees the Day of Judgement come to fruition.

This paper has engaged in an exploration of the 
claims made by an unprecedented political group. 
In closing, however, one thing must be reiterated: 
the Islamic State, ISIS, Da’esh, or however else it 
may be called, is not a recognized state, but a vi-
olent terrorist organisation. However, the Islamic 
State has managed to somewhat successfully do 
what no other Muslim terrorist organisation has 
done: establish an existing, though contested, ca-
liphate. The IS is notably different from any other 
terrorist organization seen before—it is not only ul-
tra-violent and fundamentalist, but also operates as 
though it were a state. Its leader, Abu Bakr al-Bagh-
dadi, is a charismatic megalomaniac supported by 
an incredibly loyal cast of former Iraqi military 
leaders and terrorist organizers. Despite having al-
most no allies, the IS has managed to retain terri-
tory in a region marred by instability and crisis—a 
lot of which it caused itself. In Syria, the IS has 
been aggressive in its claim for territory. Recently, 
the proto-state has been losing key battlegrounds 
in both Iraq and Syria, which suggests uncertainty 
for the future of the IS. However, it is unlikely that 
the IS will be disappearing anytime soon, even if it 
does not survive as a proto-state. Indeed, perhaps it 
is a sign of a new kind of state: shifting, uncertain, 
and ready for the unconventional fight.
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Linnea Bell

Clapping Back at ‘The Clap’: 
The Contagious Diseases Acts and Female 
‘Repealers’ in Great Britain, 1864 and 1886 

Nineteenth-century Europe was plagued with ve-
nereal diseases, resulting in major legislative action 
to counteract this threat to public health. Two 
leading countries, France and Great Britain, at-
tempted to combat venereal disease rates through 
the regulation of prostitution.1 This article will be 
focusing on the anti-venereal disease legislation of 
Great Britain. Interestingly, the British legislation 
did not condemn prostitution altogether; instead, 
legislation was primarily concerned with policing 
the bodies of prostitutes, rather than the actions 
related to prostitution. Aside from resulting in dif-
ficulties for the lives of women accused of prostitu-
tion, this legislation lead to the creation of wom-
en’s activist groups, protesting the invasions that 
such legislation represented. The purpose of this 
article is to explore the correlation between public 
health concerns about prostitution in Great Brit-
ain and the rise of women’s protest groups, there-
by developing an understanding that both public 
health concerns and women’s activist groups were 
the product of a state undergoing modernization. 
Such modernization is understood as the rise of 
public action, the creation of Progressive-era social 
concern, and an increase in the political activities 
of women. For the sake of historical accuracy, this 
paper will use the term ‘prostitution’ to reflect the 
language used in the relevant eighteenth-century 
legislation.

The modern world can be understood as one of 
imperial empires and rapid capitalist industrializa-
tion; a product of this time period was the mod-
ern state. The modern state gave rise to a num-
ber of economic shifts in the nineteenth century. 
One such movement included an increase of wom-
en employed in prostitution. In an 1860 statistic, 

police estimates placed the number of prostitutes 
in England, Scotland, and Wales at approximate-
ly 28,900 women.2 While this number may be as-
tounding for contemporary readers, the reality is 
that in Victorian England, prostitution was an ac-
cessible career path for urban women. Nonetheless, 
the modern state was unyielding on problems that 
appeared to be a result of the ‘world’s oldest pro-
fession’; this included venereal disease among the 
population, military men in particular.3

The Contagious Diseases Act (CD Acts) was a 
piece of legislation enacted in specific towns within 
the United Kingdom. It was created as a means to 
curb the rates of venereal disease among military 
men. The act allowed for the violation and arrest 
of prostitutes, as well as any women whom police 
suspected to be prostitutes. Nonetheless, it was 
opposed by various people, the most well-known 
being Josephine Butler. Through the actions of 
women’s advocacy groups—whose membership in-
cluded Josephine Butler—it is possible to see how 
British society was affected by modernization. The 
spread of early feminist ideals rose in conjunction 
with the developing awareness of the population 
of prostitutes in Victorian England. The rise in 
public health concerns, specifically regarding En-
glish prostitution, and female opposition toward 
the CD Acts, are all factors that demonstrate how 
modernization influenced late nineteenth-century 
England.

It was the details of the CD Acts that provoked 
a majority of the criticism, as opposed to the acts 
in their entirety. What one must first understand is 
that the CD Acts were a product of their time. Pri-
or to the English CD Acts, similar measures were 
put in place in France, Hong Kong, Malta, and Ja-
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maica.4 Not only did these laws exist prior to the 
CD Acts in Great Britain, but they also resulted in 
the ability of the legislation to be influential in vari-
ous regions. This demonstrates a global conscious-
ness, an essential element to correlate the imperial 
mindset to modernization.5

Keeping this aspect of the CD Acts in mind, 
these acts were a response to the belief of prostitu-
tion as a ‘social evil’ and its ability to be “contained 
by a system of police and medical supervision.”6 
Proponents of the act regarded it as “something 
more than a means of imparting health both phys-
ical and moral, [as] it forms the commencement of 
a new legislative era.”7 This would be an era where 
government would take an apparently proactive 
position in ending prostitution. The new laws were 
intended to “recognize [prostitution’s] existence, 
and to provide for its regulation, and for the re-
pression, so far as possible, of its attendant evils.”8 
More specifically, these “attendant evils” were ve-
nereal diseases.

The 1864 Act’s logistics specified that within 
particular military or naval regions, any women 
suspected to be a ‘common prostitute’ by a plain-
clothes policeman could be compelled to appear 
for medical examination. The woman could be ex-
amined for venereal diseases on her own volition 
or she would be apprehended and forcibly exam-
ined. If the woman was found to have a disease, 
she would then be held in a certified hospital for 
treatment.9 By 1869, this legislation was operating 
in eighteen districts in England.10 Proponents of 
the CD Acts believed that in order to make the 
“evil of prostitution […] as little injurious as pos-
sible,” it was “necessary both for the sake of the 
community at large, and of the women themselves” 
to infringe upon women’s freedoms.11 Overall, the 
CD Acts had supporters as well as opponents, oth-
erwise known as ‘repealers’; both of these groups 
advocated for different changes. Some supporters 
looked to expand the acts to include civilian areas 
and wished to increase the term for which a wom-
an was detained. Repealers had a rather straightfor-
ward goal: to repeal the CD Acts entirely.

The initial contents of the CD Act of 1864 were 
more or less maintained between 1864 and 1869. 
However, some changes did occur, and had a huge 
impact on the freedom of investigated women 
whom were found to have a venereal disease. While 
the laws demonstrate that the aforementioned 
course of action was not modified, the period of 
confinement for women with a venereal disease 

increased. In 1864, if an examination ascertained 
that:

such Woman has a Contagious Disease, to be made 
out and laid before the Justice by whom the Order 
was made, or some other Justice having the like Juris-
diction; and thereupon such Justice may, if he thinks 
fit, order the Authorities of such Hospital to detain 
such Woman in the Hospital for Medical Treatment 
until discharged by such Authorities, and such Order 
shall be a sufficient Warrant to such Authorities to 
detain such Woman, and such Authorities shall detain 
her accordingly; provided that no Woman shall be de-
tained under any such Order for a longer Period than 
Three Months.12

Additionally, any woman who attempted to 
leave the hospital prior to being given order to 
leave could be detained for a term not exceeding 
two months.13 While the overall time that a wom-
an could potentially be detained and lose her free-
dom under this act was already an astounding five 
months in 1864, the amount only increased. In 
the issuing of the CD Act of 1866, women could 
be detained and treated in the hospital for up to 
six months, already more than the entire possible 
length of detainment for a woman in 1864.14 In 
1869, there were a series of repeals to the acts, in-
cluding, but not limited to, changes in: duration of 
order, effect of voluntary submission by women, 
duration of detention, custody of orders discharge, 
application to surgeon for relief from examination, 
and places to which the acts extend.15 Moreover, 
the duration of detention was extended to a maxi-
mum of nine months.16

The experience of prostitution—the justification 
for the CD Acts—is also symbolic of the modern-
ization of England. Of foremost concern, however, 
is how the prostitute had been characterized with-
in this time period. According to William Acton, 
there were three different categories of prostitutes: 
“well-dressed, living in lodgings,” “well-dressed, 
walking the streets,” and “low prostitute, infest-
ing low neighbourhoods.” However, the ‘common 
prostitute’ mentioned in the CD Acts is not one of 
these categories.17 The laws lacked a coherent defi-
nition for the term ‘common prostitute.’ Thus, any 
woman could be accused of prostitution. Essential-
ly, what defined a prostitute during this period was 
ambiguous. An understanding of prostitution is sa-
lient in the following address by Josephine Butler 
from 1876:
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You all know, friends, what is the meaning of the aw-
ful word ‘prostitution.’ You know that prostitution 
is, perhaps, of all evils that have scourged humanity, 
the greatest and the darkest. Oh! what woes, what 
wrongs, what sorrows, what agonies, what diseas-
es, what suicides, murders, assassinations, deaths, 
are wrapped up on the one terrible word, ‘prosti-
tution,’—prostitution, the scourge of humanity, the 
typical crime of the universe from the beginning till 
now.18

This address was delivered at the Annual Meet-
ing for the Ladies’ National Association for the 
Abolition of Government Regulation of Prostitu-
tion, and it speaks to the immorality that Victorian 
society associated with prostitution. This passage 
is interesting, however, because it frames the life 
of a prostitute as one of intense hardship, and ties 
it directly to immorality. Conversely, Acton’s view 
that “prostitution consigns to a life of degradation 
thousands of [the British] female population, ru-
ining them utterly body and soul,” frames the life 
of a prostitute as an explicit choice.19 While Acton 
does demonstrate that he believes the CD Acts had 
the ability to prevent prostitution, there is noth-
ing within the acts that provide any sort of sup-
port for women who might consider prostitution 
as possible employment. This is a factor that female 
CD Acts opponents were quick to point out. 20 In 
essence, the CD Acts’ characterization of prostitu-
tion was far from reality. In actuality, the women 
for whom the CD Acts were designed were victims 
of the socio-economic system of the time.

The demographics of those who made up the 
majority of prostitutes is relevant. Undoubtedly, 
the majority of prostitutes were women, predomi-
nantly young women. The majority of these wom-
en would not have travelled to new areas to become 
involved in prostitution, nor would they have spent 
the entirety of their adult lives in the profession. 
We can assume that most were single women who 
had lost one or both parents and who came from 
the ranks of domestic servants.21 Generally, these 
women were of the under-privileged, young, and 
impoverished class. The 1860’s and 1870’s process 
of modernity, which included industrialization, 
gave way to the reality of prostitution. That is, it 
allocated women to a subordinate role, particularly 
young, under-privileged women.

Industrialization influenced women to begin 
looking for work outside of the home, but there 

were limited opportunities. The work that was 
open to women was akin to industrial jobs in that 
they required long hours and paid little. “The low 
wages were themselves the reflection of the lack of 
opportunity for female employment which sharp-
ened the competitive forces, while depressing the 
rates of pay.”22 In other words, women were kept 
at the bottom. Many of these women needed to 
somehow supplement their wages, and the remedy 
was often prostitution:

On the whole, there is little to distinguish these wom-
en [who became prostitutes] from the large body of 
poor women who had to eke out a precarious living 
in the urban job market. Their migration patterns ap-
pear to be no different from the general population: 
most prostitutes were either natives of the city or re-
cent migrants from the local countryside.23

The fact that prostitutes were really no different 
from the general population of women demon-
strates that they were not in a position that made 
them exceptional. This implies that prostitution 
was a relatively normal occupation that wom-
en were being forced to enter. Prostitution was, 
to some extent, an attractive alternative for many 
women because it held certain advantages over 
other occupations.24 During this time period, pros-
titution may have given some women a degree of 
autonomy, though it could not remove them from 
the life of poverty established by the process of in-
dustrialization.25

Public health was emerging as a central concern 
for governments in the nineteenth century; hospi-
tals were catering to a large metropolitan popula-
tion.26 In relation to prostitutes, an interesting as-
pect of the public health movement was that it was 
made to relate directly to Victorian beliefs about 
morality. Regulations on the spread of venereal dis-
eases were rationalized by the understanding

that syphilis was spread through promiscuous sexual 
contact with diseased prostitutes; that existing vol-
untary facilities for treating female venereal patients 
were ineffective as preventive and therapeutic institu-
tions; [and] that available diagnostic and therapeutic 
methods were adequate to carry out the medical pro-
visions of a regulation system.27 

All of this points to the belief that a healthier 
populace could be achieved through greater reg-
ulation, an understanding that went hand-in-hand 
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with the imperial mindset. Additionally, prostitu-
tion was seen to be a problem of the lower class, 
as Paula Bartley points out: “worsening econom-
ic conditions, the growth of socialism and trade 
unionism and the failure of philanthropy contribut-
ed to an alarm in official circles about the increasing 
immorality of the working class.”28 The CD Acts 
“were part and parcel of the growing collectivisa-
tion and centralisation of the state,” and they were 
concerned with public health and the perceived im-
morality of the working class.29

Naval and military men were specifically protect-
ed under the CD Acts. These military men were of 
primary concern not only because of the role they 
played for the empire, but also the degree to which 
they increased the demand for prostitution and the 
health problems that they experienced thereafter. 
“At the urging of officials in the War Office and 
the Admiralty who believed that the efficiency of 
the army and navy was being dangerously impaired 
because of the high incidence of venereal disease,” 
the CD Acts took effect.30 The rates of venereal dis-
ease of military men were extremely high. In 1864, 
nearly one in three army personnel hospital admis-
sions were the result of venereal disease. Naval rates 
of venereal disease were lower, but still extremely 
high.31 Venereal disease was more frequent among 
sailors and soldiers because the majority were un-
married and thus inclined to have relations with 
prostitutes.32 In Victorian England, male sexuality 
was not to be stifled. It was believed that “‘if prosti-
tution does and will exist in civil life among celibats, 
to hope or believe that soldiers or sailors, healthy, 
vigorous men, will refrain from promiscuous sex-
ual intercourse (for the majority are not allowed 
the chances of any other) would be a dream of 
Utopia.’”33 Essentially, the CD Acts were made to 
ensure that military and naval men could continue 
paying for sex without compromising their health, 
which came at the expense of the prostitutes. 
“Careful supervision of the health of the [naval and 
military] men is scarcely less important than weekly 
examinations of the women, but the precautions 
must be of a practicable nature, and such as can be 
carried out without harassing the men.”34 Legisla-
tors were more than happy to harass women, but 
restricting men’s freedom was unacceptable.

The Victorian era was concerned with the re-
lationship between health and morality, as well as 
imperial values. These beliefs culminated in the 
control of prostitutes for the well-being of military 
and naval men. The CD Acts would not have been 

established without the desire to have a ‘moral’ 
society, the public health movement, and imperial 
glorification of the Victorian period—a glorifica-
tion that ties directly to patriarchy. These relation-
ships are the results of modernity, and they speak to 
why the CD Acts were enacted.

Female advocates responded to the aforemen-
tioned factors of the CD Acts. While none of these 
‘repealers’ supported prostitution—in fact the ma-
jority were against it—many women were vocal 
about the gender inequalities imposed by the CD 
Acts.35 The women of the Ladies’ National Associ-
ation, for example, directly opposed the sexism of 
industrialization and its correlation to the CD Acts. 
It may be that in the 1860s and 1870s, prostitution 
had become understood as an ‘occupation,’ some-
thing that it had not been associated with a century 
earlier. A publication by the Ladies’ National Asso-
ciation describes alternatives to the CD Acts:

Now these men, looking at the great scourge of pros-
titution, what should they have done? Should they 
not have said, ‘Let us band ourselves together; let us 
consult and act to the best of our power to lessen this 
evil on all sides. Let us give to women more work and 
better wages, so that they may not fall into evil ways. 
Let us protect young girls; let us throw open more 
avenues of employment to poor women who have to 
maintain themselves, and often their families, too; let 
us make war against drunkenness; let us protect the 
young and the unprotected; let us punish the seduc-
ers of little children; and above all, let us teach our 
young men, those in our schools and colleges and 
workshops, that they are bound as much as women 
to live pure and decent lives.’ This is what these wise 
men should have said and done; but they did not.36

This address was presented at the group’s 1871 
annual general meeting to discuss the abolish-
ment of government regulations on prostitution. 
The significance of the speech lies not only in the 
group’s insight, but also illustrates how women 
were actively involved in political affairs. Men were 
active ‘repealers’ as well, but what marked this as a 
modern movement was the women’s involvement.

Documents published by the Ladies’ National 
Association demonstrate that the women involved 
had a keen political awareness and did not hesitate 
to critique the system that was in place. This can 
also be seen in the Report of the Ladies’ National 
Association for the Repeal of the Contagious Diseases 
Acts For the Year Ending November 14, 1871. This 



43

report clearly indicated the number of women that 
were involved in this organization, and how they 
sought an active role in political affairs.37 These 
women demanded the repeal of the Royal Com-
mission for a variety of reasons, one being that

although this legislation applies to women only, no 
woman was asked to take part in the investigation,” 
and that the “government in excluding women from 
the Commission is a standing proof of the partial and 
one sided character of the tribunal to which was del-
egated the task of recommending legislation for their 
sex, and would of itself be a sufficient reason why En-
glishwomen should refuse to submit to its decision.38

Additionally, the women of the Ladies’ National 
Association outline the major flaws found in the 
CD Acts, the majority of which clearly outline how 
the Acts were used to maintain women in a posi-
tion of subjugation.39 Likewise, the Ladies’ Nation-
al Association worked to ensure that women were 
to be the primary activists, and looked to encour-
age other women to participate in the movement 
for gender equality.40 Moreover, the women who 
were politically involved provided a critical analysis 
explaining the reasons why women were turning 
to prostitution in England. These female activists 
recognized that there were structural inequalities 
that forced women into this occupation, and they 
addressed the role that men were playing in the im-
morality of prostitution.41 Moreover, these women 
actively rallied other women to petition Parliament 
against the CD Acts. “It was agreed early in March 
of [1871], that a monster petition, signed by wom-
en, should be presented to Parliament. Such a 
petition, bearing a quarter of a million of names 
was very quickly collected: it was presented to the 
House of Commons in May last, by Mr. McLaren, 
Member for Edinburgh.”42 Overall, not only do the 
political activities of female ‘repealers’ reveal a clear 
knowledge of the issues related to the CD Acts, 
they also demonstrate their desire for political ad-
vocacy.

The substantial political activity that was oc-
curring in the period of the CD Acts—which was 
occurring in tandem with the Women’s Suffrage 
movement in Britain—suggests that this was a peri-

od of women’s political consciousness. The women 
of the Ladies’ National Association and the Ladies’ 
National Association for the Repeal of the Con-
tagious Diseases Acts clearly desired to partake in 
political activism, and their activities demonstrated 
an understanding of women’s role in the political 
process. Many women, including suffragists, “cam-
paigned for the repeal of the Contagious Diseases 
Acts even though the Acts did not operate in their 
own town or city.”43 They established that women 
in Great Britain wanted more than what Parliament 
allowed them. These female repealers encouraged 
women to participate in public discussion on major 
political, social, and medical issues, including: “the 
double standard of sexual morality; the participa-
tion of women in political activity; the control of 
women by male doctors; and the role of the states 
in enforcing sexual and social discipline among the 
poor were all subjected to public scrutiny and de-
bate.”44

English prostitution, the Contagious Diseas-
es Acts, and women’s political activism for the 
repealing of those acts have obvious overlaps. In 
the 1860s, however, all of these factors have clear 
connections to the rapid imperialism and capital-
ist industrialization prevalent in that time period. 
The sex workers of England were largely assumed 
to have been seeking supplementary income to 
the low-wage jobs in which they were employed. 
That is, many prostitutes had another occupation 
that did not provide them with a liveable income. 
The CD Acts were directly related to the health 
of the British navy and military, two symbols of 
imperial success. Industrial capitalism and imperi-
alism had a role in the subordination of women. 
Women’s advocacy groups petitioning against the 
CD Acts reflected their rejection of these systems. 
As demonstrated, the Contagious Diseases Acts 
were established to remove prostitution, whereas 
the women’s groups had the goal to remove both 
the Contagious Diseases Acts and prostitution. 
While all of these aspects of British society, includ-
ing prostitution, Contagious Diseases Acts, and 
women’s advocacy groups, were working against 
one another, they represent essential elements of 
Victorian British society.
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Katherine Dunning

The Role of Science Communication in the 
Public Perception of Genetically Modified 
Mosquitoes

Social media connects people across the globe, but 
it can also create echo chambers and confirm unsci-
entific opinions. Individuals or organizations with 
ulterior motives, such as their own financial profit, 
often share graphics and memes with anti-science 
and fear-based content. Despite this overwhelming 
presence of “alternative facts,” scientists must ac-
tively spread scientific literacy and the benefits of 
fact-based discoveries. For instance, there is much 
misinformation on the Internet about genetically 
modified organisms (GMOs), which has spread 
fears and claims that are not supported by a sci-
entific consensus. I did a Google Images search in 
February 2018 and found that the top ten images 
from the search for “GMO” included three pic-
tures of needles being injected into fruit and four 
other similar scare-tactic images. However, scien-
tific research into GMOs does not involve sticking 
needles into fruit; these images are likely a dramat-
ic marketing statement by anti-GMO lobbyists. 
While it is natural to fear the unknown, we can 
begin to understand the valuable impacts of such 
technology by educating ourselves with empirical 
information and talking to scientists, farmers, and 
others who benefit from these advancements.

As a proposed approach to combat the memes 
and myths, I designed this infographic about ge-
netically modified mosquitos and the human health 
benefits they offer in tropical regions of the world. 
When designing my infographic, I focused on cre-
ating a narrative that defines the problem, pro-

motes a solution, and addresses the safety concerns 
of mosquito control mechanisms. This structure is 
meant to highlight the public’s concerns and em-
phasize the care that must be taken in regards to 
new technology. Although this particular GMO 
will not directly benefit Canadians, it is still import-
ant to be educated and to support this technolo-
gy—doing so might ease regulations in the regions 
that will benefit from such advances.

Information is our best defense against fear. Af-
ter creating my infographic, I sent it to friends with 
varying degrees of scientific education and asked for 
their opinions regarding the graphic and GMOs. 
The results indicated that people were conflicted 
about GMOs. This was perfectly articulated by one 
respondent, who noted that they were “torn be-
tween support and suspicion” because they “didn’t 
really know enough.” Spreading scientific literacy 
instead of fear on our social media platforms can 
be a first step toward improving public awareness 
and acceptance of new technologies which have the 
potential to benefit humans and the environment.

If you would like to learn more about the so-
cietal benefits of GMOs, I recommend listen-
ing to “Talking Biotech,” a podcast by Dr. Kev-
in Folta. The podcast provides an accessible and 
science-based approach to talk about GMOs. It 
addresses many common safety concerns by inter-
viewing a wide range of guests, including research-
ers, farmers, and concerned parents.
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Dayna Muzey

Francophone en Acadie: une autobiographie 
langagière

Identity is multi-faceted, particularly among lin-
guistic minorities, for whom it may be challenged 
or denied on a daily basis.

In New Brunswick, many francophone commu-
nities experience the full weight of the anglophone 
majority’s influence; these groups are not the main 
focus of this paper, however. Within the franco-
phone minority in New Brunswick, there are small-
er groups who, like other francophones, strive for 
recognition and self-affirmation without benefiting 
from the solidarity of mainstream Acadian culture. 
As such, the relationship between these smaller 
groups and the general francophone minority be-
comes distorted and disconnected, despite their 
seemingly harmonious political goals. 

For Acadians, the French language is central, 
not only to their linguistic identity, but also to 
the community’s existence and survival. Yet, while 
the term “francophone” presumably applies to all 
speakers of the French language, the Acadian cul-
tural narrative often fails to include francophones 
of non-Acadian heritage.

This linguistic autobiography bears witness to 
the ethno-cultural conflicts that arise for a non-Aca-
dian francophone growing up in New Brunswick. 

Its purpose is to expose such conflicts in order to 
better understand who and what we may consider 
to be a linguistic or ethno-cultural minority in this 
province.

As the child of an Ethiopian immigrant and a 
Québécoise, my experience in the New Brunswick 
school system is relevant to this end. To complicate 
matters, I have lived in several towns, each with 
their own sociolinguistic dynamic. I also examine 
how, as an outsider to the local francophone com-
munities, annual celebrations of the francophone 
(or Acadian) identity created a clear boundary be-
tween local francophones and myself, despite their 
inclusive objectives.

Furthermore, I explore several interactions with 
my francophone classmates, which included racist 
heckling and provocations. These reinforced many 
ill-informed notions of my own ethno-cultural 
identity and established boundaries between us.

Finally, the culmination of these experiences is 
examined as part of my linguistic identity. As such, 
I hope to broaden the terms of inclusion that apply 
to speakers such as myself, no matter our ethnic, 
cultural, or linguistic background.
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Chez les francophones du Nouveau-Brunswick, 
l’identité langagière est un débat dynamique qui su-
bit une évolution constante. Boudreau et Dubois 
font un bilan des différentes approches à la digloss-
ie et relèvent l’aspect évolutif de cette situation so-
ciale : les locuteurs des langues en contact sont con-
stamment confrontés à des tensions langagières.1 
Pourtant, la situation diffère en fonction de chaque 
locuteur. Le débat en Acadie concerne largement 
l’identité du locuteur francophone, mais ne compte 
pas nécessairement les francophones étrangers. Bien 
qu’une proportion importante de la population 
francophone du Nouveau-Brunswick s’agisse d’Aca-
diens et d’Acadiennes, on y trouve toutefois une 
partie significative de francophones venant de l’ex-
térieur de la province, voire du pays. Sachant que la 
langue est intimement liée à l’identité, le fait de con-
sidérer les opinions linguistiques des francophones 
encore plus marginalisés que les Acadiens et Acadi-
ennes enrichirait un débat qui est peu considéré en 
ce moment.

Je propose d’ajouter ma part au débat en of-
frant ici une analyse introspective de ma biographie 
langagière en tant que francophone d’ascendance 
éthio-québécoise. Mon contexte social, ethnique, 
culturel et linguistique diffère de celui appartenant 
à la majorité des francophones du Nouveau-Bruns-
wick. J’examinerai d’abord l’implication de mon 
nom de famille au sein des rapports sociaux dans le 
milieu francophone. Ensuite, je ferai le bilan de mon 
expérience dans le cadre du système d’éducation 
du Nouveau-Brunswick et des enjeux linguistiques 
qui en ont résulté. Mes impressions et l’évolution 
de ma perspective de la langue française au Nou-
veau-Brunswick seront aussi des thèmes principaux 
de mon exploration linguistique.

Mon parcours linguistique comprend plusieurs 
déménagements, une pluralité de contextes, d’in-
fluences culturelles, une forte implication du bilin-
guisme et plusieurs tensions langagières. Toutes ces 
péripéties m’ont permis de développer une richesse 
culturelle, mais aussi de grandes confusions identi-
taires.

Mon père est un immigrant natif d’Éthiopie, où 
il a connu l’époque de la guerre civile. Il a quitté le 
pays à l’aide d’un soldat canadien avec lequel il s’est 
lié d’amitié dans un camp de réfugiés du Soudan. Ce 
dernier emporta mon père vivre avec sa famille en 
Nouvelle-Écosse, où il devint citoyen canadien. Il 
termina son secondaire et obtint éventuellement un 
baccalauréat en affaires à l’Université de Dalhousie. 
Ma mère est d’origine québécoise. Elle rencontra 

mon père lorsqu’elle vint à l’Université de Dalhou-
sie pour obtenir un diplôme en immersion anglaise. 

Ils restèrent ensemble quelques années à Halifax, 
mon lieu de naissance. Suite à leur séparation et à 
deux ans d’école primaire, ma mère se trouva un 
emploi à Grand-Sault, où nous sommes déména-
gées. Mon père venait me chercher deux fins de se-
maine par mois pour des visites à Fredericton. À seize 
ans, je retournai vivre avec mon père à Fredericton 
pour compléter mes deux dernières années d’études 
secondaires. Je termine actuellement ma troisième 
année à l’Université de Moncton.

J’ai appris le français et l’anglais au sein de mon 
milieu familial. Puisque mes parents étaient sépa-
rés, ma mère m’a transmis sa langue maternelle et 
mon père, la sienne. J’ai donc appris chaque langue 
dans un milieu isolé, ce qui a favorisé un bilinguisme 
équilibré. J’ai d’abord parlé le français, mais l’anglais 
n’a tardé que quelques mois par la suite. Je ne peux 
me souvenir d’un temps où je ne parlais qu’une 
seule langue.

À titre d’information, mon analyse ne sera pas li-
mitée aux facteurs linguistiques. Elle comptera éga-
lement les facteurs ethnoculturels qui interagissent 
avec les différents contextes de mon entourage.

Dans l’espace francophone, il n’est pas hors du 
commun de retrouver des immigrants d’Afrique au 
sein de la population. Dans les communautés fran-
cophones, ce sont habituellement des natifs de la 
Côte d’Ivoire, du Congo, du Sénégal, ou de tout 
autre pays africain ayant le français comme langue 
officielle ou langue seconde. De plus, les enfants de 
ces immigrants sont souvent nés au Canada.

Pourtant, cette situation correspond plus ou 
moins à mon contexte d’identité langagière et 
culturelle. Mon père est un immigrant d’Éthiopie, 
l’un des seuls pays africains qui n’a pas été colonisé 
par une force européenne (l’Italie a pu s’y instal-
ler pour quelques années, mais sans y imposer sa 
domination ni sa langue). Malgré mon ascendance 
à moitié québécoise, mon nom ne se dit pas par-
ticulièrement francophone. Pourtant, ce n’est pas 
le manque d’origine francophone de mon nom qui 
provoqua les réactions, mais plutôt qu’il fut difficile 
de l’identifier et de le classer à première vue.

Dans une ville comme Grand-Sault, où la di-
versité ethnique se dit déjà très rare, mon prénom, 
et surtout mon nom de famille, agit comme une 
marque d’étrangeté au sein de mes groupes sociaux 
et scolaires. Jumelé avec un teint de peau mulâtre, 
l’indice d’un accent québécois et d’une parfaite mai-
trise du bilinguisme, j’eus droit à une grande variété 
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d’attitudes et de réactions. Celles-ci passaient de la 
curiosité pudique jusqu’au racisme grossier.

Je me souviens d’une anecdote particulière de 
mon secondaire. Lors de ma septième année à 
l’école, une élève avec laquelle j’ai tenté de me lier 
d’amitié a immédiatement renchéri de manière très 
agressive, jappant des injures pour mettre au clair 
qu’elle ne voulait pas s’associer à une «  Amérin-
dienne.  » Perplexe, je suis demeurée bouche bée 
face à ce comportement, qui s’est d’ailleurs produit 
à plusieurs reprises. Par exemple, un groupe dans 
mon autobus scolaire s’est souvent amusé à me lan-
cer des railleries, chantant et criant des provocations 
racistes concernant les peuples autochtones. Notons 
que tout au long de mon parcours scolaire à Grand-
Sault, on ne m’a jamais tout simplement posé la 
question de mes origines. Cette anecdote exemplifie 
la connotation négative qui semble se rattacher aux 
Autochtones. Le fait que je partageais certaines ca-
ractéristiques physiques avec une personne autoch-
tone a provoqué énormément de réactions hostiles 
chez mes camarades et ce sans la moindre confirma-
tion de mes origines. 

Ceci relève d’ailleurs un grand dilemme interne : 
je n’ai que rarement cédé à l’envie de préciser mon 
identité auprès de mes camarades. Pourtant, à l’ado-
lescence, on juge important de pouvoir s’identifier 
et s’associer à un groupe, question de confirmer et 
d’affirmer son identité. J’en n’en fut pas l’exception, 
mais mon dilemme s’ensuit : de quel droit exige-t-
on une précision de mon identité ? Pourquoi cette 
information est-elle si critique à mes rapports so-
ciaux? Enfin, peut-être la problématique la plus 
importante : quelle importance compte réellement 
mon identité  ? Pourquoi mes camarades sont-ils 
prêts à assumer mon ethnie, ma nationalité ou mon 
identité, puis d’agir de façon grossière et raciste à 
partir de leur (fausse) assomption  ? En effet, cer-
taines de ces questions se répondent avec le temps, 
mais la dernière reste encore à réfléchir.

Avec beaucoup de temps et de réflexion, j’ai con-
clu que ces comportements provenaient largement 
d’une source d’ignorance. Une personne connais-
sant seulement mon nom, ayant vu la couleur de 
ma peau et entendu mon accent aurait beaucoup de 
peine à déterminer mes origines, mon lieu de nais-
sance et mes influences linguistiques. Il semblerait 
que cette difficulté prône aussi une certaine frustra-
tion qui entraine la lourde exécution des sanctions, 
en retour. On tolère mal le fait de douter, sans pou-
voir confirmer, qu’un individu n’appartienne pas au 
groupe local.

Tel que mentionné ci-dessus, la population de 
Grand-Sault est non seulement homogène, mais 
aussi très isolée. Plusieurs personnes y passent toutes 
leurs vies et donnent naissance à une deuxième et 
troisième génération qui, à leur tour, y demeurent 
en permanence.

Cet isolement rural, combiné avec une grande 
absence de diversité ethnique, explique pourquoi 
la simple présence d’une personne à laquelle on 
ne peut pas immédiatement attribuer une identité 
quelconque est une transgression des normes lin-
guistiques et sociales. Voilà la cause des réactions 
d’hostilité et d’exclusion.

Je peux attester du fait qu’à Grand-Sault, ma pré-
sence seule fut suffisante pour déclencher des sanc-
tions qui n’ont fait que s’aggraver une fois qu’on 
m’a entendu parler. Mon accent est aussi divers que 
mon ethnie, comportant une base québécoise, une 
forte influence du brayon, une légère influence du 
chiac et, à l’occasion, les traces d’un accent anglais. À 
l’époque de mon secondaire, ce fut principalement 
le québécois et le brayon qui se présentèrent dans 
mon parler. Cette combinaison amalgamée se re-
trouvait presque toujours hors des attentes de la po-
pulation générale de Grand-Sault.

Pourtant, la norme langagière de cette ville est 
assez permissive, à condition qu’elle soit conforme 
à la norme culturelle. C’est-à-dire qu’on peut parler 
français (surtout le brayon, mais le québécois est ac-
cepté) ou anglais, mais on doit être d’ethnie cauca-
sienne et avoir un nom qui correspond à la langue et 
la culture respective. Au minimum, on doit pouvoir 
y attribuer une identité quelconque, ce qui, à pre-
mière vue, est impossible dans mon cas. Ceux qui 
tombent en dehors de cette norme sont considérés 
étrangers et sont, pour la majorité, exclus de la po-
pulation générale. Par ma simple présence et avant 
même que j’eus la chance de parler, je me situais 
constamment dans un état d’extrême non-confor-
mité aux normes culturelles et ethniques, alors que 
mon parler ordinaire me situe aussi rapidement hors 
des normes linguistiques de Grand-Sault.

Pour résumer les attentes et les présupposés 
linguistiques concernant mon ethnie, mon nom et 
mon accent, il est juste de dire que la population 
de Grand-Sault n’a jamais su former une opinion 
concrète quant à mon identité, ne sachant où me 
classer. C’est pourquoi j’ai eu grande peine à me faire 
des amis, surtout suivant un changement d’environ-
nement. Ayant subi de nombreux déménagements, 
la démographie immédiate n’a pas eu la chance de 
« s’habituer » à ma présence.
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Par ailleurs, le fait d’avoir une identité mixte a 
aussi influencé mes expériences scolaires, ainsi que 
ma perception de la langue française. N’ayant au-
cun repère familial ou culturel propre au Nou-
veau-Brunswick, l’enjeu de la francophonie mino-
ritaire a pour longtemps été un concept étranger 
chez moi. À mon grand malaise, ce fut toutefois un 
sujet abordé de façon rigoureuse et redondante au 
sein de tous les milieux scolaires francophones de la 
province, chose que je peux confirmer grâce à mes 
nombreux déménagements. La fierté française, par-
ticulièrement la dimension acadienne qui était pour 
plusieurs un symbole de solidarité francophone, 
était pour moi une extériorisation d’un sentiment 
d’exclusion culturelle.

À titre d’exemple, la Semaine provinciale de la 
fierté française (SPFF) soulève plusieurs probléma-
tiques. D’abord, bien que cette semaine se dit en 
principe une célébration inclusive de la francopho-
nie collective, on peut toujours noter la centrali-
sation et la valorisation de la culture acadienne et 
du français en Acadie. Sachant que je n’avais pas la 
moindre racine acadienne, la SPFF a toujours eu, 
pour moi, un effet d’exclusion.

Pourtant, je n’ai jamais été complètement aliénée 
du combat acadien. Même en étant consciente de 
mon détachement culturel et générationnel, l’esprit 
militant de l’Acadie est un exemple rayonnant de 
résilience et de courage pour les groupes ou per-
sonnes marginalisés. J’ai su, en quelque sorte, déve-
lopper une grande admiration de la fierté identitaire 
et l’exigence de reconnaissance.

Malheureusement, à cause de la représentation 
majoritaire de francophones acadiens lors de la 
SPFF, ce maigre facteur de reconnaissance n’a pas 
été suffisant pour s’inscrire à la plus grande part de 
mon identité. D’ailleurs, entre 1990 et 2013, cinq 
hors des vingt-trois slogans choisis (en grande part 
élus par les élèves du Nouveau-Brunswick) font 
mention de l’Acadie, alors que le site web officiel de 
la SPFF se donne comme mission de « promouvoir 
la fierté et le sentiment d’appartenance des élèves 
francophones du Nouveau-Brunswick à l’égard de 
la culture française. »2 Voilà la triste répercussion de 
l’ardente quête vers la reconnaissance identitaire : la 
fierté française favorise les Acadiens et néglige les 
autres francophones, pourtant tous membres de la 
francophonie.

En plus d’avoir à subir l’exclusion ethnique et 
culturelle en temps normal, la SPFF m’a rapidement 
convaincue d’une certaine exclusivité de la franco-
phonie. Pour certains, il ne suffit pas de tout sim-

plement parler le français  : on doit aussi naitre de 
la culture francophone, voire même d’une culture 
francophone particulière, pour faire partie de la 
francophonie du Nouveau-Brunswick.

Pour moi, le fait d’être non seulement consciente 
mais aussi rappelée de mon exclusion culturelle, a 
perpétué une certaine indifférence face à la SPFF. 
Puisque mon insécurité culturelle et ethnique était 
déjà si présente, j’ai fait le choix conscient de ne pas 
m’en culpabiliser en plus sur le plan linguistique, 
du moins concernant l’opinion des autres franco-
phones.

Ensuite, en ce qui concerne la question du « bon 
usage, » le niveau de contradiction et d’incohérence 
dans ma scolarisation était parfois étourdissant. En 
arrivant à Grand-Sault, ma maitrise du français stan-
dard dépassait considérablement les niveaux des 
autres élèves, grâce à l’influence québécoise et la ri-
gueur exercée par ma mère. Lorsque je fus confron-
tée aux régionalismes brayons, j’appris rapidement 
que ma façon de parler n’était pas «  acceptable  » 
en matière d’échanges sociaux entre camarades de 
classe. En même temps, mon haut rendement en 
français et la rigueur linguistique appliquée par ma 
mère ne m’ont jamais permis de «  perdre  » mon 
français standard. Ainsi, j’ai rapidement appris à 
m’adapter au contexte d’un parler particulier, que 
ce soit un certain français standard avec ma mère, 
un brayon populaire à Grand-Sault, ou un chiac 
de différents degrés au sud-est de la province. On 
pourrait même affirmer que je prenais un certain 
plaisir à pouvoir duper les gens, qui ne pouvaient 
plus reconnaitre mes différents accents, acquis et 
perfectionnés par une observation accrue. C’est en 
développant cette fluidité d’adaptation dialectique 
que je me suis rendue à l’évidence que tout parler 
et tout accent portent une certaine valeur, sans 
qu’il s’agisse nécessairement du « bon usage » de la 
langue française.

Encore une fois, l’aspect mixte de mon identité 
culturelle, linguistique et ethnique entre en jeu. À 
l’âge scolaire, ne pouvant même pas déterminer les 
limites de ma propre identité diversifiée, ma maitrise 
de cette habileté « caméléon » n’a qu’approfondi ma 
confusion identitaire. Le fait de pouvoir se fondre 
dans la foule ne constitue pas en soi une structure 
identitaire, du moins en ce qui concerne l’apparte-
nance à un groupe.

En conclusion, la composition de mon identité 
linguistique a toujours été complexe. Dès le départ, 
j’ai pris conscience du fait que mon ethnie et mon 
nom me mettaient à part. De plus, le fait de vivre 
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sur un terrain linguistique et culturel instable ne m’a 
jamais permis d’établir une identité conforme à mon 
environnement. Ceci m’a souvent privé d’un senti-
ment d’appartenance au sein de groupes auxquels je 
faisais pourtant partie, dont des équipes sportives, 
mon groupe de finissants, mes réseaux sociaux et 
parfois ma propre famille. D’une certaine façon, j’ai 
souvent ressenti le besoin d’improviser ma propre 
identité, à part de ce qui constitue normalement la 
base d’une identité collective. À ce jour, j’ai beau-
coup de difficulté à exprimer mon identité linguis-
tique. Je ressens également un besoin insatiable de 
vouloir m’installer dans une seule région de façon 

permanente, sans pour autant renoncer mes capaci-
tés d’adaptation qui font partie de mes traits identi-
taires, même si elles ne me lient pas à un groupe en 
particulier.

Malgré ces nombreux dilemmes, je peux affirmer 
avec confiance que ma capacité d’adaptation linguis-
tique constitue un élément important de mon iden-
tité. J’ai eu l’occasion de développer un œil attentif 
aux composantes de la langue, une oreille fine aux 
accents et leur rôle, ainsi qu’une grande apprécia-
tion du multiculturalisme. D’une certaine mesure, 
je suis fière de pouvoir inclure ces traits sous le titre 
de mon identité.
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Courtney Law

Gendering Global Mechanisms of Capitalism: 
Filipina Migrant Care Workers in Canada

It is widely debated whether capitalism is ‘good’ 
for women. While some argue that the mechanisms 
of capitalism are gender neutral and have afford-
ed women the same individual freedoms as their 
male counterparts, others contend that capitalism 
is a patriarchal system that only serves to exacerbate 
existing inequalities. The purpose of this paper is 
to investigate the intersections between capitalism 
and gender by using the analytical framework of 
World Systems Theory. The paper will consider the 
specific regulatory mechanisms of capitalism that 
affect the feminization of migration and the com-
modification of caregiving, as they are defined in 
the Washington Consensus. The case of migrant 
Filipina caregivers in Canada serves to highlight the 
impacts of capitalism and globalization on wom-
en whose experiences in the capitalist world system 
vary greatly. Several policies serve to regulate their 
roles in the capitalist market economy in the Phil-
ippines and Canada.

While the Philippines have policies to promote 
their ‘supply’ of Filipina labor, Canada’s policies are 
formulated to satisfy their ‘demand.’ This paper will 
consider the impacts of these policies at the state, 
individual, and international levels. While capital-
ism may alleviate poverty through the accumula-
tion of capital, it irrefutably increases inequality, 
and the consequences of increasing disparity tend 
to be concentrated on women and other vulnerable 
groups.1 In the world system of global capitalism, 
an increase in economic inequality is closely tied to 
the creation (or exacerbation) of political and social 
inequalities.

World Systems Theory emphasizes macro-lev-
el analysis as a necessary tool in the globalized 
world, as borders become illusory and capitalist 

institutions saturate the global market economy. 
The theory identifies a global “power hierarchy 
between core and periphery in which powerful 
and wealthy ‘core’ societies dominate and exploit 
weak and poor ‘peripheral’ societies.”2 According 
to this theory, the core is comprised of ‘developed’ 
countries, while ‘undeveloped’ countries make up 
the periphery. This analytical framework presents 
the system of the world as a scheme propagated by 
capitalist structures. Increasing globalization, facil-
itated by foreign investment and the integration of 
trade, perpetuates worldwide inequalities. Conse-
quently, the peripheral societies are systematically 
constrained and they must endure developmental 
practices that reinforce their “subordinate” stand-
ing.4 This habitual destitution of the conventional 
periphery state prevents it from financing public 
welfare programs or committing to improve in-
frastructure. This being said, some states have im-
proved “their infrastructure and [implemented] 
policies that encourage the key industries that seem 
the most promising in the world market.”5 In the 
Philippines, one of the key industries is the export 
of Filipina labor. World Systems Theory conceptu-
alizes ‘commodity chains,’ in which a commodity 
is acquired for a cheap price in a periphery country 
and is consumed in a rich core country. Similarly, 
Global Care Chains have been created in the glo-
balization of care work. In such chains, care is ex-
tracted from poor countries and consumed in rich 
ones. These chains are:

created as the migrating worker recruits another 
woman from a still poorer household to look after her 
own children. That woman may be a paid worker or 
an unpaid family member. As we go ‘down’ the chain, 



55

the value of the care labor decreases until it is unpaid 
[…]. Thus, it is poor women and their children who 
bear the costs of a global shortage of care, through 
the loss and pain they suffer due to separation. 6

As a result of this devastating process, wealthy 
families in Global North countries benefit from as-
sistance, the supply of care, and the easing of bal-
ance between work and family at a low cost.

Another important framework is the Washing-
ton Consensus, which outlines the components of 
capitalism in this world system. The Washington 
Consensus refers to a collection of economic policy 
prescriptions that have received a ‘consensus’ from 
U.S. government officials as the optimal economic 
policies for countries to universally employ. Some 
of the main policies promoted by the consensus 
include: financial liberalization, unified exchange 
rates, trade liberalization, foreign direct invest-
ment, privatization, deregulation, and property 
rights.7 Many countries in the Global South, pres-
sured to adapt to the neoliberal economic model 
outlined by the Washington Consensus, have em-
ployed such neoliberal policies.8 The Consensus 
encourages the Global South to integrate into the 
global market. Its mechanisms underpin the pro-
cesses involved in the globalization of care work. 
Rather than state-provided childcare, this service is 
becoming increasingly privatized: “just as neolib-
eralism underpins labor migration for care work, it 
also underpins policies of reduced state spending on 
care services and rhetorics of family responsibility 
for providing and paying for childcare.”9 As will be 
further exemplified by this case, the deregulation of 
financial markets tends to encourage market-based 
solutions for social problems.10 Additionally, pri-
vatization and deregulation have led to childcare 
being globalized by relocating poorly paid workers 
across the globe, as women’s bodies and caregiving 
abilities are increasingly commodified.11

The theoretical approach of regulatory capital-
ism also informs this case, as this social, political, 
and economic framework recognizes the role of 
regulation in creating, nurturing, and constrain-
ing capitalism, and emphasizes the importance of 
commodification as the chief feature of our evolv-
ing political, economic, and social structures.12 
Whithin the framework of regulatory capitalism, 
fostering processes of accumulation and commodi-
fication are among the primary roles of the state.13 
Commodification is the process where there is a 
“transformation of non-wage labourers into wage 

labourers” and refers to the overarching conver-
sion of social relations to commodity relations.14 
Understandings of commodification have extended 
from the characteristics of labour to broader dis-
cussions of human relations, where individuals in 
the capitalist system are all involved in commodi-
ty relationships. In the case of the globalization of 
care work, both caregiving and caregivers become 
commodities that can be bought and sold in the 
global marketplace at a low price.

All of these mechanisms of capitalism, interacting 
within gendered institutions, result in increasing 
globalization and the “feminization of migration.” 
The feminization of migration recognizes that care 
work in the Global North is being transferred from 
local women to migrant women. Consequently, 
“disparities between these women deepen, while 
global stratification systems are reinforced, and the 
gap between the haves and the have-nots within 
developed countries as well as between poor and 
rich states expand.”15 Migration itself has become 
a strategy deployed by individuals in an attempt to 
solve the larger problems of globalization by nar-
rowing the Global North–South.16 The astonish-
ingly high number of migrating women is a recent 
global trend.17 In many cases, female migrants have 
become the primary breadwinners for their fami-
lies.18 From the perspective of the sending coun-
tries, this migration is a fruitful development pol-
icy; it reduces unemployment rates at home and 
accrues remittances from other countries.19 Receiv-
ing countries also benefit from this process, as they 
gain the low-priced work of migrants, which allows 
them to reduce labor shortages and allows the gov-
ernments to evade creating costly public caregiving 
programs.20 Globalization processes ensure that 
societies, governments, and states increasingly de-
pend on working women. Consequently, “the nec-
essary conditions of work and survival fall increas-
ingly on the shoulders of low-waged, deprived, and 
exploited migrant women.”21 Exploitation and de-
pendency in the international system are intrinsical-
ly related to the feminization of migration and the 
globalization of the international job market.

The growing number of women in paid labor 
contributes to this increasing demand for care 
work, as the role of caregiving is continually dele-
gated to women. This demand, created by capital-
ist structures, has resulted in the commodification 
of care work. Given the highly gendered aspects 
of care work, there has been a subsequent com-
modification of the female body. The internation-
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al division of domestic labour is shaped by global 
capitalism in conjunction with gender disparity in 
the sending country and in the receiving country.22 
Capitalism can be understood as “the system that 
defines a person in terms of commercial acquisition 
and exchanges,” and the patriarchy as that which 
“defines persons in terms of nurturing and being 
nurtured,” particularly regarding women’s role in 
society. 23 It follows that the proliferation of mi-
grant domestic workers is incorporated within the 
wider process of capitalism, globalization, and the 
patriarchal social, political, and economic struc-
tures of our society. Globalization has affected the 
movement of migrant domestic workers by facili-
tating the movement of people around the world, 
in addition to the widespread diffusion of neoliber-
al ideologies which underpinned the state’s disre-
gard for care provision.24 

Additionally, rising gender inequality in coun-
tries subjected to structural adjustment and global 
market integration has resulted in the “devaluation 
of women’s skills, gender discrimination in employ-
ment, [and] the increasing vulnerability of work-
ers.”25 The overlap of capitalism and patriarchal 
standards forces women to have two, often con-
flicting, occupations: “the woman who was a wage 
worker and an agent in a capitalist labour market 
was also a nurturing person who cared for others 
irrespective of profit or loss.”26 This has led to a 
phenomenon called ‘care drain,’ which results from 
the “‘importation of care and love from poor to 
wealthier countries’ [which] leads to global redis-
tribution or even a maldistribution of women’s care 
labor power.”27 From this perspective, the role of 
economic rationality in global capitalism has valued 
care as a commodity in which children from the 
Global North who are born into wealthy families 
are eligible for, while many children in the Global 
South are deprived of care. Capitalism has ensured 
that care has been assigned an economic value, to 
be sold to the highest bidder.

Filipina migrant care workers are abundant in 
wealthy countries due to “globalization’s encour-
agement of labor mobility.”28 The Philippine state 
sees the migration of its citizens as a transaction of 
commodified labour between the Philippines and 
Global North countries. The state functions as a 
labor broker, organizing the production, distribu-
tion, and regulation of Filipinas as care workers in 
the global marketplace.29 Labor brokering is a de-
velopmental strategy deployed by regulatory mech-
anisms of capitalism:

The Philippine state has increasingly come to rely on 
the export of labor to contain the social, economic, 
and political dislocations that have resulted from its 
adherence to neoliberalism. The state takes advantage 
of labor demands engendered by contemporary pro-
cesses of globalization to place its citizens in overseas 
jobs through a highly developed trans-national mi-
gration apparatus.30 

This apparatus is comprised of numerous govern-
ment agencies based in the Philippines, including 
the Philippine Over-seas Employment Administra-
tion (POEA), and within Philippine embassies and 
consular offices around the world, such as the In-
ternational Labor Affairs Service (ILAS). The task 
of these agencies is to address and create worldwide 
demand for Filipino labor.31 More specifically, the 
POEA “monitors recruitment agencies, monitors 
worker protection, and conducts […] oversight of 
the overseas worker program.”32 Additionally, the 
Philippine state engages in labor diplomacy, which 
is compromised of the more formalized state-to-
state relations the Philippine state engages in to de-
velop markets for Philippine labor. The Philippine 
government’s role in marketing Filipina workers 
and diplomatic engagement with foreign govern-
ments to promote the deployment of migrants is 
done through private and public recruitment agen-
cies.34 

Globalization has facilitated the movement of 
domestic  workers around the world as neoliberal 
practices have the conditions which generate de-
mand for and supply of domestic workers. Increas-
ingly, states are acting like transnational corpora-
tions. They are continually “outsourcing labor, 
eliminating employment for their own citizens and 
nationals while securing workers from other coun-
tries.” Thus, “neoliberalism is creating demand for 
labor that states like the Philippines have been able 
to satisfy by facilitating the migration of its nation-
als to other countries.”35 The strategic positioning 
of Filipinas in care-based occupations across the 
world is part of a pattern, as the Philippine gov-
ernment has historically positioned the role of Fil-
ipina women in the labour market for economic 
and developmental objectives.36 Filipina migrant 
caregivers challenge traditional gender norms—
supplying income for their families at home—while 
subsequently reinforcing them, as they are pressed 
to leave and find employment only to be delegated 
to the field of care or domestic work (characterized 
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by underpaid and undervalued labor) due to gen-
dered institutions. The resulting commodification 
if one in which gender, nationality, and race mark 
women’s bodies for particular kinds of work.37 In 
the Philippines, increasing unemployment is “exac-
erbated by the state’s aggressive pursuit of neolib-
eral economic policies.” Hence, “overseas employ-
ment serves as the only means of survival for many 
women […] the Philippine state draws on women’s 
gendered and sexualized labor to bear the econom-
ic and political burdens of neoliberalism.”38 The 
Philippine state is involved with the promotion of 
female migration through labour brokerage, in ad-
dition to facilitating easier access to legally required 
permits, while also providing institutional support 
for women planning to migrate.39 The dominant 
view of economic rationality sees the experiences 
of female migrant workers reduced to cost/ben-
efit analysis by their own states, with inadequate 
attention being paid to the social repercussions of 
migration and the gendered division of labour. 

 Since the establishment of Canada as a colonial 
power, “domestic and caregiving work have long 
represented an accessible entry point into the la-
bour market for women who may otherwise have 
limited opportunities to support themselves.”40 
This history has prompted the increasing trend of 
transnational migration of women from the Global 
South to the Global North. In Canada, neoliber-
al policies that prioritize privatization are weaken-
ing the welfare state, largely through “cuts in free 
public-service provision.”42 Thus, with a lack of 
care-focused public services, a Canadian demand 
for domestic work has been fostered. Canada, as 
a country of relative global wealth, has “chosen to 
avoid the expense of investing in their own public 
care infrastructure, choosing rather to maintain the 
migration of a temporary, exploitable workforce 
to address this need.”43 In Canada, care programs 
continue to be lacking in the public system, and 
despite women’s increased involvement in the la-
bour market, the official childcare system remains 
dependent on informal provisions (often familial) 
to account for the gaps and inconsistencies in the 
Canadian system.44 Additionally, the Canadian gov-
ernment offers cash transfers to families in place of 
providing nationwide public childcare in order to 
“encourage the development of a particular form of 
home-based, often low-paid commodified care or 
domestic help, generally accessed privately through 
the market.”45 

Still, the predominant view perceives caregiving 

as an issue for the private sector. Migrant caregiv-
er programs have responded to these demands for 
domestic labour and caregivers. As the demand 
for care work increases, countries like Canada, 
with care structures that rely on the market for 
care-workers, have enacted policies such as Can-
ada’s Caregiver Program, which enables “a cheap 
flow of migrant labour to meet the demand.”46 The 
Live-in Caregiver Program (LCP) facilitated the 
migration of caregivers to Canada from 1992 to 
2014.47 This program required migrant caregivers 
to provide their care work while living at the place 
of care provision, “often in the private home of 
their employer, with a closed work permit tied to 
one specific employer.”48 Forced cohabitation with 
employers—a major component of the LCP—made 
domestic workers particularly vulnerable in cases 
of exploitation in the workplace.49 This program 
promoted the transfer of care responsibilities from 
Canadian women to economically disadvantaged 
women from marginalized ethnic groups.50 Cana-
da changed the program in 2014 from the LCP to 
simply the Caregiver Program (CP), wherein the 
workers are no longer required to live in their care 
recipient’s private residence. While the removal of 
the live-in requirement saw a shift to some stur-
dier protections for the workers, the blatant pow-
er imbalance “between a Canadian employer and 
an employee whose immigration status is depen-
dent on their work contract precludes the idea that 
[this] negotiation […] would take place on even 
ground.”51 This program still minimizes the agency 
of migrant caregivers, treating them as commod-
ities rather than human beings that deserve equal 
access to labour rights.52 

Along with the rest of the world, migrant care-
giving work is highly feminized and racialized in 
the Canadian context, as the majority of migrant 
caregivers working within these programs are from 
the Philippines.53 These programs perpetuate glob-
al inequalities based on racialized, gendered, and 
economic discriminatory mechanisms. Migration 
under a temporary foreign worker program, like the 
Canadian example proves, increases the vulnerabil-
ity of migrant caregivers, whose precarious status 
within Canada constructs an unfavorable state of 
dependence on their employers.54 This power dy-
namic is reminiscent of the Philippines’ dependen-
cy on Canada. Domestic workers and caregivers are 
excluded from the standard labour establishments 
of Canada’s provinces, resulting in a reduced stan-
dard of protection.55 This process of hiring migrant 



58

caregivers allows “upper-middle-class, professional 
women of the rich countries […] to ‘use their class 
privilege to buy themselves out of their gender sub-
ordination.’”56 Women in wealthy countries have 
evaded domestic servitude by passing it down to 
another group of oppressed women. The liberation 
of elite women, who can break through glass ceil-
ings and “have it all,” is only made possible by the 
care work of masses of invisible women.57 

The international division of care labour is 
shaped by global capitalism and gender inequality 
in both the sending and receiving countries.58 The 
World System impedes the Philippines from sus-
tainable economic development in their own coun-
try, thus keeping them in the ‘periphery,’ trapped 
in a situation of dependency. This perpetuation of 
inequality is exemplified by the migration of Fil-
ipina caregivers to Canada. As a poorer country, 
the government of the Philippines encourages 
migration to wealthier countries through various 
governmental agencies and its pursuit of neoliberal 
economic policies designed to accumulate capital. 
With high unemployment and low wages at home, 
many Filipina women have been forced by circum-
stances to migrate, to provide for their families 
from afar. As the gap between the Global North 
and South continues to increase, female migrants 
from the Global South must take on care work to 
support their families. As migrant workers continue 

to be employed by prosperous Canadian families, 
it can be inferred that the privileged women who 
hire migrant employees “seem to consent to this 
gendered, unequal, hierarchical job division […] 
and bring with it a globally racist division of labor 
between women.”59 While women from the Global 
South must leave their families and home to care 
for Global North families, relatively privileged fam-
ilies in Canada obtain higher standards of living.60 
Severe social and economic inequality is the basis 
of the existence of caregiving as an occupation.61 
This context reveals that some aspects of capitalism 
can benefit women economically. Capitalism allows 
women from the Philippines and Canada to become 
the economic providers for their families. Howev-
er, capitalist states have privatized caregiving, com-
modified love, created global inequalities in the dis-
tribution of care, reinforced gender norms, treated 
women as commodities of trade, and continued 
to exploit inequalities in the international system. 
The perceived benefits of capitalism are achieved 
at the expense of women who are exploited, un-
dervalued, and vulnerable to oppression and abuse. 
Capitalist structures forced many migrant women 
to seek employment on foreign soil, separated from 
their families and their home, only to be dependent 
on their wealthy employers. Interpretations of this 
situation as being ‘empowering’ for all women are 
grossly inaccurate.
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Daniel Macgregor

An Election with No Voters: The Decline of 
American Voter Turnout

Although the American presidential election was 
one of the most controversial and divisive elections 
in the country’s recent history, tens of millions of 
Americans did not practise their democratic right. 
Democracy depends on citizen participation, and is 
therefore in danger of falling apart due to low vot-
er turnout. Discovering what is causing low dem-
ocratic participation in its most basic form is the 
first step to solving this problem. This paper will 
focus on the causes of low voter turnout, how it 
impacted the 2016 presidential election, why it is 
a problem, and potential solutions to the problem. 

To understand the problem, however, it is im-
portant to first focus on the 2016 presidential elec-
tion. The 2016 presidential election was arguably 
the most publicized event of that year. Even the 
primaries were controversial: Republicans failed to 
prevent Donald Trump, a reality television star and 
billionaire, from winning the nomination, while 
the Democrats chose Hilary Clinton over the grass-
roots socialist Bernie Sanders. Each presidential 
candidate had traits that would alienate voters, as 
will be demonstrated later in this paper. The elec-
tion itself was intense, with each side accusing the 
other of being debased and corrupt, pitting Amer-
icans against each other: left-wing against right-
wing, democrat against republican, and rich against 
poor. This election was the focus of all major media 
outlets, and also held the spotlight on social media. 
Even though this election was extremely heated 
and publicized, only 139 million, or 60.2%, of 231 
million eligible voters took part in electing their 
next leader of the United States of America on No-
vember 8, 2016.1 This means that in the country 
which is seen as the champion of democracy, about 
92 million eligible citizens did not exercise their 

democratic right. 
Historically, though the 2016 presidential elec-

tion was not the first to have a low voter turnout, 
nor does it have the lowest recorded turnout.

The highest voter turnout was 81.8% in 1876, 
while the lowest was 48.9% in 1924.2 In recent 
years, the lowest voter turnout was in 2000, with 
76% of registered voters, representing only 51.2% 
of the total eligible population.3 While 76% seems 
like a sizeable turnout, only 156 million Amer-
icans were registered to vote out of 205 million 
eligible voters.4 In 1996, there was a 49% overall 
voter turnout, representing only a 0.1% difference 
from the lowest voter turnout in American history.5 
Therefore, the political engagement of the Ameri-
can citizenship is at best stagnant and at worst de-
clining. This can be attributed to voter suppression 
and voter disillusion. 

Voter suppression dates back to the signing of the 
American Constitution and founding of the United 
States. Most commonly, it took the form of the be-
lief that only privileged white males had the right to 
vote. Voter suppression took many forms and tar-
geted various groups throughout the history of the 
United States. For example, in the mid-nineteenth 
century, voter suppression was used for the purpose 
of getting voters, regardless of background, to cast 
their ballot for a particular political party. This was 
carried out with tickets that were not concealed, al-
lowing for violent intimidation and bribery to influ-
ence voting behaviour.6 Voter suppression has also 
taken a racial and socio-economic form, favouring 
particular parties or candidates. This is best exem-
plified in the treatment of African-American voters. 
Poll taxes and literacy tests are forms of racist voter 
suppression, meant to prevent African-Americans 
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from voting as many were poor or illiterate due to 
the lasting effects of slavery and systematic racism.7 
These tactics were meant to prevent African-Amer-
icans from voting for the Republicans, who were 
associated with a war to end slavery. Note that the 
Republicans used similar tactics to secure their hold 
in the North, through literacy tests administered 
to recent immigrants, among other means.8 These 
examples of voter suppression occurred more than 
one hundred years ago. However, they demon-
strate how voter suppression is not a recent phe-
nomenon, but rather a deeply rooted problem in 
the American electoral system. In fact, such tactics 
are still being used by political parties to suppress 
the vote of the same demographics as in the nine-
teenth century.

Voter suppression in the twenty-first century takes 
the form of disenfranchisement of particular demo-
graphics, registration laws, voter ID laws, and the 
manipulation of polling stations. The most severe 
form of voter suppression is the disenfranchisement 
of particular groups. In his book The Politics of Dis-
enfranchisement, Richard Scher outlines the major 
groups still disenfranchised in the electoral system: 
incarcerated individuals, non-citizens, mentally and 
physically impaired individuals, youth (under eigh-
teen), language minorities, and homeless people.9 
These large disenfranchised groups of American 
citizens dramatically bring down the Voting Age 
Population (VAP), a statistic often used to calculate 
voter turnout.10 One of the largest segments of this 
population is non-citizens. These people are simply 
recent or undocumented immigrants to the United 
States. Around 2011, about 20 million immigrants 
were denied the vote in federal elections.11 This is 
significant: the laws preventing non-citizens from 
voting are still in place, largely because of the dra-
matic impact such an influx of voters could have on 
election results.12 For example, non-citizens made 
up a quarter of California’s population in 2011 and 
in Los Angeles, a third of the VAP was composed 
of non-citizens.13 This largely serves the interests 
of the Republican Party, as minority groups often 
support the Democratic Party.14 The number of 
disenfranchised voters is further inflated by other 
groups who are denied the vote.

The most notorious revocation of the vote is that 
of incarcerated individuals in the United States. 
While level of suppression depends on the state 
in question, southern states have the most severe 
restrictions. The level of disenfranchisement from 
state to state is as follows:

All states but Vermont and Maine disenfranchise the 
incarcerated; 34 do not allow voting while on parole, 
30 of which also forbid voting during probation. Fi-
nally, ten states do not allow ex-felons to vote even 
upon completion of the sentence. The remaining 41 
states and DC either re-enfranchise felons at the end 
of their sentence or have a procedure in place allow-
ing ex-felons to apply for reinstatement of their vot-
ing rights.15

Therefore, many individuals are denied the right 
to vote when in prison and upon their release. In 
2004 alone, 5,250,000 individuals were denied the 
right to vote because of their imprisonment.16 As 
is the case with non-citizens, the Republican Par-
ty believes that those in prison or who were con-
victed of a crime are more likely to vote for the 
Democrats.17 The disenfranchisement of inmates 
is a further example of how political interests are 
manipulating the electoral process and hindering 
democracy in the process.

Furthermore, the inaccessibility of polling sta-
tions is a form of voter suppression for disabled 
people. In 2011, 1 in 17 Americans had a mental 
health condition, while another 6.2 to 7.5 million 
were cognitively disabled.18 Forty-four states have 
laws in place to deny the vote to those with some 
level of mental impairment.19 In 2002, 13.5 million 
Americans were physically disabled, and this pop-
ulation is “10 percent less likely than the non-dis-
abled to register to vote and, of those who are reg-
istered, 20 percent less likely to vote.”20 There is an 
overall inability to vote because of the lack of acces-
sible polling stations—many lack ramps, elevators, 
and Braille ballots.21 The reason for voter suppres-
sion among this group is likely no different than 
among the previous two demographics, as disabled 
people are more likely to vote for the Democrats, 
seeing as they may rely on the state for support. 

Sadly, these four groups are not the only disen-
franchised populations in the United States. Youth 
are denied the right to vote based on an argument 
similar to the one used to deny the vote to wom-
en and racial minorities; the claim is that youth do 
not know how to vote nor do they understand the 
importance of doing so. This segment of the pop-
ulation, comprised of people younger than the le-
gal voting age of eighteen, made up 22.8% of the 
United States population in 2016.22 Granted, a 
substantial portion of this population is comprised 
of young children. Nonetheless, a sizable portion 



63

of this population are over sixteen years of age, the 
current marker for those wishing to further de-
crease the voting age.23 Allowing this segment of 
the population to become involved in politics could 
increase the total voter turnout and instill political 
participation in youth at an early age. Lowering the 
voting age is a complex argument, and one which 
cannot be fully explored within this paper. I simply 
point out that younger individuals compose a sub-
stantial portion of the potential voting population.

The last two major disenfranchised groups are 
language minorities (53 million in 2006), and 
homeless people (2.15 million adults in 2011).24 
Again, it is beyond the scope of this paper to fully 
examine the particularities of the individuals who 
fall within these groups—I simply flag them for the 
reader.

It is important to note that the issue of voter 
fraud is used to justify stringent voter registration 
laws. The actual rates of voter fraud are extremely 
low; for instance, in the 2016 election alone there 
were only four cases of voter fraud. Prior to this 
election, there were only thirty-one cases record-
ed in American history.25 Therefore, voter fraud is 
only an excuse for oppressive laws—the real goal 
is to prevent minority groups and disenfranchised 
individuals from voting in order to secure a partic-
ular political party’s chances of winning elections.26 
The major problem of voter registration is that 
“the process of registering to vote is long, cumber-
some, and fraught with pitfalls.”27 These registra-
tion laws affect voters in manifold ways; for exam-
ple, in the 2008 election, Colorado’s Republican 
Secretary of State implemented a voter registration 
law that rejected registration applications for tenu-
ous reasons.28 Furthermore, rules and regulations 
vary from state to state. Voting officials at all levels 
have discretionary powers to determine who does 
and does not have the right to vote.29 Matters are 
additionally complicated for homeless Americans 
because voter registration laws require applicants 
to provide proof of residence.30 This also impacts 
citizens who simply do not have the required proof 
of residence for any given reason. 

Other registration issues include same-day regis-
tration and third-party registration.

Same-day registration is simply the ability to reg-
ister at a polling station on election day. Currently, 
only sixteen states, most of them Democratic, have 
allowed for same-day registration, and the federal 
government does not offer such services as of yet.31 
Because same-day registration and voting tends to 

favour those who are of a lower socio-economic 
status, some have argued that Democrats favour it, 
while Republicans oppose it because of the likeli-
hood of more voters supporting the Democrats.32 
Even so, in 2004, states that had same-day voting 
had a 10% higher voter turnout than those who did 
not, and in 2008 these states had an 8% higher turn-
out.33 In the 2016 election, those fifteen states with 
same-day registration had an average voter turnout 
of 67%, while those without had a 60% turnout.34 
This would suggest that states that do not enact 
same-day voting complicate matters for a large sec-
tion of the American population. One must also 
consider the limitation of third-party registration, 
specifically in terms of non-local voting offices and 
political parties who attempt to run voter registra-
tion drives.35 Many tactics to restrict third-party 
registration efforts are often along partisan lines, 
such as Republican efforts to limit the registration 
of minorities and those of lower economic status.36 
Therefore, partisan actors are attempting to limit 
the abilities of third-party actors to register voters 
who would not have registered to vote otherwise. 

Identification (ID) laws further prevent Ameri-
cans from voting.

Such laws prohibit Americans from voting, de-
pending on the level of personal identification they 
own. The level of identification needed varies great-
ly from state-to-state. The vast majority of states 
with ID laws are located in the southern United 
States, with the strictest laws being in Republican 
states.37 For example, in Georgia, Tennessee, and 
Mississippi, if a piece of ID is not presented, a vot-
er may fill out a provisional ballot, which is only 
counted if the voter returns within a certain num-
ber of days with a valid piece of ID.38 Obviously, 
this method only works for those who own the re-
quired ID. The states that do not strictly require a 
form of ID still require a home address.39 There-
fore, those without a long-term residence are less 
likely to be able to vote. This legislation has been 
shown to impact numerous demographics who do 
not have the required identification, such as “elder-
ly, minority, immigrant, and poor voters.”40 Thus, 
groups found to support one particular political 
party have been suppressed for the benefit of the 
opposing political party. 

Further suppression tactics include the manip-
ulation of polling stations. Throughout the twen-
ty-first century such tactics have influenced election 
results and have impacted citizens’ ability to vote 
in the United States, though much of the evidence 
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is highly circumstantial. In some instances, officials 
did not notify voters of a change in the location 
of their polling stations; in others, stations were 
arbitrarily moved on short notice.41 Voter turnout 
is also impacted by the operating hours of polling 
stations. In the United States, elections usually 
take place on weekdays, and the polling stations are 
open from anywhere between 5:00 a.m. and 10:00 
p.m., depending on the state.42 A study done by Se-
bastian Garmann on polling station hours in Ger-
man states highlights this issue. The states in ques-
tion are Saarland, which reduced its polling stations 
operating hours from thirteen to ten in 1994, and 
Rhineland-Palatinate, which consistently had a ten-
hour polling station operating time.43 The results 
indicated that a three-hour reduction in the time-
span caused a reduction of voter turnout by 1.5%.44 
This is significant, as Germany allows for postal 
voting and its elections are usually on Sundays, 
compared to the United States, where elections are 
usually on business days.45 Additionally, short op-
erating hours for polling stations on business days 
hinder the voting ability of poor individuals and 
members of the working class. This all means that 
the United States would benefit from the extension 
of polling station hours. As the political philoso-
pher Jean-Jacques Rousseau wrote:

In a well-run city everyone flies to the assemblies; un-
der a bad government no one wants to take a step to 
get to them, since no one takes an interest in what 
happens there, for it is predictable that the general 
will won’t predominate and that in the end domestic 
concerns absorb everything.46

Even though this was written in the eighteenth 
century, it is still relevant for the United States to-
day. Voter apathy in the United States can be de-
scribed as citizens choosing not to vote because 
they believe that the act has little value given their 
repressed and disadvantaged position in society.47 
This is especially true in the twenty-first century, 
with the economic effects of neo-liberalism and ris-
ing populist groups. The majority of these groups 
are the minorities affected by suppression policies 
such as African-Americans and Hispanics, who have 
relatively low voter turnout.48 Many apathetic vot-
ers do not vote because they do not believe the 
establishment will serve their interests.49 In a time 
of systemic racism, rising populist movements, and 
widespread economic hardship, many voters have 
lost their faith in democracy’s ability to represent 

their needs. This only worsened in the 2016 presi-
dential election.

Throughout much of the 2016 presidential elec-
tion, many citizens said they would not vote for ei-
ther candidate because they were both undesirable 
or because their vote would not make a difference. 
This disinterest in voting impacted both party can-
didates. For Democratic candidate Hilary Clinton, 
there was a dedicated group who opposed her cam-
paign, spreading conspiracy theories, claiming she 
was a mass murderer, and defaming her based on 
her connections to Wall Street, the email scandal, 
and other issues.50 This convinced many voters to 
either vote for Donald Trump or to not vote at 
all. Several controversies contributed to the neg-
ative image of Donald Trump, as is exemplified in 
a Rolling Stones article, listing his unpopular ac-
tions from A to Z. The list includes his anti-abor-
tion views, his ‘Muslim ban,’ his ruthless attacks on 
Hilary Clinton, his claim Barack Obama was the 
founder of ISIS, and much more.51 As for the per-
sonal feelings of voters, Business Insider provides 
some survey evidence collected by Morning Con-
sult. Voters disliked Hilary Clinton for three main 
reasons: 47% believed she was untrustworthy, 39% 
believed she was corrupt, and 21% believed she 
changed her policy positions when it was politically 
favourable.52 Voters also singled out the three prin-
cipal flaws of Donald Trump: 25% believed he was 
racist, 20% believed he did not have the proper ex-
perience, and 16% believed he was untrustworthy.53 
Therefore, as with many American elections, both 
candidates were lacking in public support. We can 
infer that this apathy harmed Hilary Clinton more 
than it did Donald Trump concerning the results 
of the election.

It can be argued that Donald Trump was elect-
ed president not by getting more voters to support 
him, but rather by Hilary Clinton’s inability to 
get Americans to vote: “aided by Republican-led 
voter-suppression efforts that overwhelmingly tar-
geted Democratic constituencies, Clinton’s loss 
was related to the unpopularity of her stance on 
trade and other issues among white working-class 
voters.”54 For example, if Clinton simply received 
one hundred thousand more votes in Pennsylva-
nia, Michigan, and Wisconsin she would have won 
the election.55 In such an important and publicized 
election which was advertised as a battle of good 
versus evil, tens of millions of Americans stayed 
home or were unable to vote. This is a problem 
that could rot and degrade the very fabric of Amer-



65

ican democracy. Nonetheless, this damage is not 
inevitable—it can be reversed.

The most obvious solutions are those that limit 
voter suppression. This means revoking laws and 
regulations that disenfranchise particular groups, 
including the laws preventing incarcerated indi-
viduals from voting. Opening up the electoral pro-
cess would allow millions of citizens to take part in 
electing the leader of the United States. Another 
solution calls for the political parties to accept voter 
inclusion. This would largely take the form of loos-
ening the current restrictions and calling on the 
political parties to support and defend voter par-
ticipation and inclusion. In her book The Politics of 
Voter Suppression, Tova A. Wang primarily focuses 
on how the Democratic Party should lobby and ad-
vocate for voter inclusion programs and state level 
voter reform.56 Expanding the early-voting pro-
grams across the nation would also greatly open up 
the electoral process. These programs are already 
extremely effective; 12.6 million Americans had 
voted by October 28, 2016.57 This opening up of 
the electoral process may cause a dramatic change 

in the political landscape of the United States—it 
would empower the people and encourage them 
to become involved in the politics of their nation. 
As for voter apathy, public officials must regain the 
people’s trust and work toward the well-being of 
their constituents. With these reforms, American 
democracy could be saved.

Even with the heated atmosphere of the 2016 
election and initiatives such as early voting, the vot-
er turnout was low. This paper argued that this was 
the result of institutionalized voter suppression and 
widespread voter apathy. Though it is a problem 
prevalent throughout many democracies, America 
is disproportionately affected. The 2016 election 
demonstrated that low voter turnout and citizen 
apathy can have a significant effect on the nation 
and its people. If these issues are properly brought 
to the attention of the American people, actions 
can be taken to reverse restrictive voter laws and 
to rekindle voter participation. Therefore, Ameri-
can democracy is not lost, and one day the United 
States may become the beacon of global democracy 
it claims to be.
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Kiera Stel

“Women Constantly Troubling Us”: 
The WCTU and Social Reform

The Women’s Christian Temperance Union 
(WCTU) was one of the driving forces behind 
Canada’s temperance movement. It was one of the 
most powerful instruments of women’s conscious-
ness-raising and one of the first mass movements 
of North American women.1 The first Canadian 
WCTU was founded in Ontario in 1874, and oth-
ers were soon emerging throughout the country.2 
Representatives from the Ontario and Quebec pro-
vincial unions founded the Dominion WCTU in 
1883 in Montreal, and it was the first non-denom-
inational women’s group in Canada to organize at 
the national level.3 It firmly guarded its indepen-
dence from male intrusion, eventually allowing 
men to be members, but never allowing them to 
vote.4 This movement came out of nineteenth-cen-
tury gender ideologies and religious values rooted 
in social gospel and evangelism. Though temper-
ance remained its central issue, the WCTU quick-
ly became a springboard for women to launch out 
of the private sphere and into other public reform 
movements.

Temperance issues had been present in Canadian 
society since long before Confederation, as “hard 
drink was a legacy for those settling the frontier.”5 
From the first European settlers on the East Coast 
to the voyageurs who portaged through the rough 
forests further inland, “booze offered release from 
their daily struggle with unforgiving conditions.”6 
In nineteenth-century Canada, “liquor was as com-
mon as water and almost as cheap,” as it was used 
not only for leisure, but also in remedies for a va-
riety of ailments, including those for women and 
children.7 Allen Winn Sneath writes that “from the 
very beginning, the control of liquor was a bitter-
ly fought contest between French and English, 

Catholic and Protestant, and Church and State.”8 
Concern about alcohol abuse began in the first 
half of the nineteenth century and slowly mount-
ed throughout the continent, as stories about li-
quor abounded.9 Often, preachers of evangelical 
Protestant traditions, particularly Methodists, Bap-
tists, and Presbyterians, delivered the message of 
temperance because they associated sobriety with 
self-discipline and personal control.10 The prohibi-
tionists were inspired by this message as a means to 
resolve the social concern over alcohol, and starting 
in the latter half of the nineteenth century, their 
crusade “would stretch over seven decades before 
finally reaching the dry utopia that the movement 
dreamed of.”11 The temperance movement went 
through four phases of renewed organizational 
strength between the 1850s and the 1910s, each 
phase roughly twenty years apart.12 From 1918 to 
1920, aided by jingoist wartime sentiments, the 
temperance movement was able to achieve a brief 
period of countrywide prohibition.13

The WCTU was formed in the 1870s during the 
temperance movement’s second wave—it changed 
the nature of temperance in North America. Ac-
cording to Craig Heron, “concerned women had 
concluded that leaving the initiative to the men 
had not worked and that they needed to take up 
the cause on their own.”14 The temperance move-
ment was radically altered between 1820 and 1920. 
It had shifted its advocacy from one-on-one level 
interactions and small-scale local organizations to 
national and international pressure groups like the 
WCTU.15

In Canada, as in Britain and the United States, 
gender ideologies also shifted during the late eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries, in part due 
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to the temperance movement. The gendered doc-
trine of separate spheres left women confined to 
the private sphere, while men were active in politics 
and in the workplace. As some women moved out 
of the private sphere in the mid-nineteenth century, 
“the family and women’s role in the home seemed 
threatened.”16 In response, social ideologies pro-
moted the idea of a highly idealized domestic and 
maternal role for women, whereby they became re-
sponsible for the moral and religious wellbeing of 
their family.17 This ideal was expanded to include 
the responsibility to convert and save sinners, while 
also protecting their families from the evils of male 
intemperance and its resulting violence.18 The ide-
ology of separate spheres was selectively used by 
middle-class and working-class women “to negoti-
ate power in the home and to make claims in public 
based on a respectability rooted in domesticity.”19 
The female prohibitionists who joined this move-
ment combined “a fervent Protestant evangeli-
calism and a commitment to secular reform” with 
their determination “to attack all the forces in their 
society that they believed threatened the home.”20 
The shift from faith to social action was exemplified 
for Canadian women by the American temperance 
pioneers, who were “also steeped in evangelicalism, 
[and] who made the case for a separate, non-de-
nominational movement to fight booze.”21 Nancy 
Sheehan notes that “the underlying philosophy 
which allowed many women to become involved 
in temperance activities outside of the home was 
the belief that the innocent victims of the traffic in 
alcoholic beverages were women and children and 
family life.”22 Women came into the public sphere 
with the goal of temperance and prohibition to 
save children, protect the home, and to fulfill their 
role as wives and mothers in society.23

In 1874, inspired from the formation of the 
national American WCTU in the United States, 
Letitia Youmans founded the first local WCTU 
branch in Picton, Ontario.24 In comparison to the 
American WCTU, Youmans established the evan-
gelical and small-town nature of the Canadian 
WCTU.25 Youmans also developed a program that 
was specifically focused on women and children.26 
The organization was attractive to “women who 
harboured many fears: of their economic depen-
dence on morally compromised husbands; of the 
beguiling, catastrophic effects of alcohol; [and] of 
innocent children being led astray by their fathers’ 
poor examples.”27 The WCTU in Canada quick-
ly grew into a Dominion-wide mass movement 

among middle-class women. By the turn of the 
century,  around ten thousand women were part 
of the movement throughout the country’s cities 
and towns; this number increased to seventeen 
thousand by 1914. These women were mostly the 
daughters and wives of doctors, clergymen, mer-
chants, and, to a lesser extent, working-class wom-
en.28 Initially, the WCTU focused on the moral and 
religious issues related to alcohol consumption, but 
this soon expanded to include the idea that pro-
hibition would solve crime, male violence, family 
breakdown, political corruption, and immorality in 
society.29

The WCTU was firmly rooted in Christian val-
ues. Pastors in the evangelical Protestant traditions 
preached the original messages of temperance.30 
Women from the Methodist, Baptist, and Pres-
byterian traditions were often the driving force in 
the WCTU. Heron writes that “international and 
regional comparisons indicate that evangelicalism 
[...] was the crucial cultural variable that explains 
the strength of temperance sentiment.”31 Com-
pared to evangelicals, women from Anglican, Ro-
man Catholic, and Lutheran backgrounds were not 
as easily pressured to join the WCTU. Adherents 
to those religions were more liturgical and ritual-
istic than the evangelicals, and therefore they felt 
less individual responsibility for moral perfection 
than evangelical Protestants.32 Sneath writes that 
“Baptist, Presbyterian, and Methodist groups were 
passionate about the social implications of the li-
quor trade,” while the Roman Catholics did not 
approve of excessive drinking but did not active-
ly condemn it, and the Anglicans took “the pro-
verbial stance in the middle” of those two views.33 
As a result, evangelical Protestantism provided the 
major energy for female reform.34 The initiatives of 
the WCTU groups “were always tied to evangeli-
cal goals,” and “for some the evangelical vision was 
more compelling than the reform goals.”35 In the 
nineteenth century, the temperance movement dis-
tinctly “viewed intemperance as a sin, urging total 
abstinence through moral suasion and the power 
of prayer.”36 This approach depended on paying 
attention to one’s personal character, pledge-sign-
ing, missionary efforts targeting ‘drunkards,’ and 
early temperance education.37 This indicates the 
evangelical tradition’s influence on the WCTU’s 
approach to the promotion of temperance in Ca-
nadian society.

The WCTU’s strength was often dependent on 
the influence of the evangelical religion in different 
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parts of Canada. For example, the narrow base of 
evangelicalism in Newfoundland limited the WC-
TU’s success in that province.38 In the Prairie prov-
inces before 1900, the WCTU tried to expand its 
influence, but it was largely unsuccessful.39 Before 
the turn of the century, the Prairies were sparsely 
inhabited and attendance was irregular across de-
nominations.40 Cheryl Warsh describes the Prairies 
as having an “agrarian outlook that saw intemper-
ance as a personal rather than a social failing.”41 
Similarly, the formal temperance movement in the 
form of the WCTU was less successful in Qué-
bec.42 Temperance organizations in Québec ad-
vocated for a program of moderation rather than 
complete prohibition, as the majority population of 
French-speaking Catholics were wary of state in-
tervention in individual morality.43 These religious 
differences were exacerbated by the fact that the 
WCTU often did not translate their promotional 
materials from English into French.44

While the WCTU declared itself non-denomina-
tional, this was put to the test in the 1890s with 
the formation of another integral Dominion-wide 
women’s organization. The National Council of 
Women of Canada’s (NCWC) “public non-denom-
inational stance also lost it the immediate support 
of the Dominion Woman’s Christian Temperance 
Union.”45 Members of the WCTU “believed that 
their Union and its causes were essentially and 
rigorously Christian, as their name stated.”46 The 
NCWC’s policy that members could engage in si-
lent prayer at the beginning of each meeting was 
interpreted by the WCTU as “an unacceptable de-
nial of the need for an explicit religious commit-
ment.” Therefore, the WCTU refused to affiliate 
with the NCWC for the first couple years of their 
simultaneous existence.47

The WCTU emphasized temperance work in 
Sunday Schools across Canada. Sunday Schools, 
which catered to a wider range of age groups than 
they do today, allowed women to hold leadership 
roles. This made the formal promotion of temper-
ance ideals in Sunday Schools a natural transition.48 
The WCTU designed courses and materials that 
emphasized temperance principles, as they related 
to Christian principles about the human body and 
morality.49 Sheehan describes how in Prairie Sunday 
Schools, using the program developed in Ontario, 
a teacher had “lesson plans, materials, and sugges-
tions for topics, special speakers, and a temperance 
programme.”50 By 1912, thirty-five Sunday Schools 
in Alberta and twenty-one in Saskatchewan used 

the temperance program promoted by the WCTU. 
Sheehan describes World Temperance Sunday, 
which “was also a way of interesting Sunday School 
goers in [the question of temperance].”51 This was 
a “campaign for the special observance of this Sun-
day, featuring pledge signing, leaflet distribution, 
and help for the Sunday School lesson on that 
day.”52 After the brief period of Prohibition from 
1918 to 1920, the WCTU increased their Sunday 
School activities, which included the appointment 
of a temperance superintendent in some church 
districts, as well as a nation-wide educational com-
petition launched in 1928.53 Sheehan suggests that 
the WCTU was aware that after the repeal of Pro-
hibition in 1920 “it became more important than 
ever that the youth get proper training in temper-
ance principles” and that “the Sunday School pro-
gramme was the best vehicle at hand.”54 This was 
only one of the many ways that the WCTU inter-
acted with religious groups.

In 1887, three departments of the WCTU were 
named to enable the organization to engage with 
religion-specific temperance issues.55 The Depart-
ment of Unfermented Wine used printed materi-
als to promote the use of non-alcoholic wine as a 
sacramental beverage.56 Similarly, the Evangelistic 
Department created written materials for the use 
of local unions, which “made suggestions for meet-
ings and prayer services, and outlined a variety of 
worthy causes, from helping the indigent aged to 
providing refuge for reforming prostitutes.”57 This 
department was the most direct reflection of the 
organization’s religious foundation.58 Lastly, the 
Department of Sabbath Observance attempted to 
place pressure on local governments to regulate 
and monitor the observance of the Sabbath, while 
also providing materials and guidelines to local 
branches of the organization on the same issue.59 
By 1900, the WCTU had “26 different depart-
ments organized around separate issues but united 
in the belief that social reform could be achieved 
through female activism.”60 Through their Evan-
gelical Departments, the WCTU not only dedicat-
ed themselves to the needs of women and children, 
but also to the elderly, the ill, and the imprisoned; 
however, prohibition remained the organization’s 
primary goal.61

The WCTU saw women as the victims of exces-
sive drinking. Though prohibition was their main 
concern, they also attacked tobacco consumption, 
child neglect and abuse, the moral dangers work-
ing women faced, and prostitution; they eventually 
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expanded to temperance education, social purity, 
and female suffrage.62 The members of the WCTU 
were acutely aware of the concerns of the aver-
age Canadian woman.63 While they continued to 
support the prohibition throughout the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, it did not take 
priority over the “other evangelical efforts to eradi-
cate evil.”64 One of the first issues addressed by the 
WCTU was to appeal to the state to eradicate sa-
loons and public houses, which they saw as one of 
the sources of polluted morality in society.65 They 
thought women to be susceptible to immorality: 
“the WCTU claimed that mothers were victimized 
by the immoral atmosphere emanating from sa-
loons located in the developing new cities,” which 
prevented mothers from fulfilling their responsi-
bility for the morality of their families.66 They also 
“initiated what were referred to as social purity 
campaigns in the hopes of ridding society of such 
perceived evils as prostitution and gambling, both 
of which all too often accompanied excessive drink-
ing.”67 Another social purity campaign focused on 
women’s dress reform, as the departure from sim-
ple and modern dress was seen by the reformers as 
indicative of a loss of female moral superiority and 
social purpose.68

Religion-based ideas about the moral superiority 
of women, as well as the expanding role of WCTU 
members in social services, helped forge the demand 
that women be able to exercise more practical pow-
er within the family, and politically within society.69 
Heron writes: “starting in 1889, the organization 
regularly called for votes for women to give them 
the chance to implement their moral vision via the 
so-called ‘Home Protection Ballot.’”70 During the 
first sixty years of the temperance movement, the 
government’s “refusal to enact temperance legisla-
tion, [...] prompted the WCTU to pursue its suf-
frage campaign with increased vigour.”71 In 1891, 
the WCTU formally endorsed female suffrage at all 
levels of government.72 From 1896 to 1905, the 
temperance women were the primary suffrage ac-
tivists.73

Men objected to the multi-pronged approach of 
the WCTU because it targeted various spheres of 
male amusement. Many men scorned prohibition 
as they did with other threats to gender privilege.74 
In many cases, politicians resisted the state inter-
vention called for by the WCTU. They used the 

same ideological argument that allowed women to 
be part of these social reforms, claiming that “the 
moral ordering of the family should be left to the 
mothers and to the church.”75 Apparently, a gov-
ernment nickname for the WCTU was “Women 
Constantly Troubling Us,” akin to “Waggling and 
Critical Tongues United,” which was used by in-
temperate veterans who resented and resisted the 
WCTU’s efforts.76 The WCTU promoted a new 
conception of the relationship between mothers 
and the state, as they challenged the idea that these 
types of issues had to be dealt with privately. Mimi 
Ajzenstadt writes that the WCTU conceived “of 
mothers as agents of socialization, and considered 
the state responsible for providing the proper con-
ditions to perform that role.”77 Ajzenstadt writes 
that by “the turn of the century, people affiliated 
with the church believed state supervision should 
be extended to ensure the creation of an environ-
ment in which women could educate their families 
according to Christian values.”78 This is part of a 
larger turn toward state dependence, which would 
play out in the twentieth century.

The WCTU was central to the Canadian tem-
perance campaign, but it was not as effective as it 
could have been.79 The members of the WCTU did 
not spend time analyzing the effectiveness of their 
operations or adapting their campaigns to specific 
communities.80 However, the WCTU’s earnestness 
and moral righteousness gave a new energy to the 
temperance movement and reinvigorated the sense 
of mission to purify society.81 While this was critical 
in the lead-up to the temporary Prohibition in Can-
ada from 1918 to 1920, it also allowed for women 
to safely leave the private sphere in the name of 
religiously inspired social reform.82 By the turn of 
the century, many women had challenged the pa-
triarchal expectations of nineteenth-century society 
and joined activist organizations with broad social 
agendas, like the WCTU. This had huge implica-
tions for women’s activities in the public sphere; 
for example, the first woman elected to a provincial 
legislature, Louise McKinney, had previously been 
the president of Alberta’s WCTU.83 As a tool for 
female consciousness-raising and as an empowering 
mass movement, the WCTU had long-term signif-
icance in Canadian history. It was a stepping-stone 
for Canadian women on the path to gender equal-
ity.
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