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letter from the editors

Welcome to the inaugural issue of  Argot, the Under-
graduate Anthropology Research Journal at Johns 
Hopkins University" Argot, as de! ned in the Amer-
ican Heritage Dictionary, is “A specialized vocabu-
lary or set of  idioms used by a particular group.” 
In this journal, certainly there is an anthropologist’s 
argot at use. Included are articles and papers rep-
resenting a diversity of  undergraduate research in 
anthropology. By using our anthropologist’s argot, 
by understanding the ‘mobilization,’ ‘negotiation’ 
and ‘commensuration’ of  concepts like ‘lived ex-
perience,’ ‘phenomenologies’ and ‘frameworks,’ we 
come closer to understanding the human condition 
wholly and in a ! ne-grained, detailed manner.

However, the word argot has relevance not only for 
the lexicon anthropologists use, but also the words 
we hear. The ethnography, fundamental to anthro-
pological research, is rooted in talking to others, 
hearing the stories of  individuals, immersing the 
self  in the social and cultural milieu that deter-
mines the ways humans construct their outlook on 
the world and negotiate their day to day experience 
with life. It is by using this particulate, microscopic 
and highly sensitive method that anthropology is 
able to access the argot of  what might otherwise 
be strange, foreign or even offensive. With a # ow 
of  communication, utterances can begin to be mu-
tually translated, allowing interpersonal and cross-
cultural interactions to be suf! ciently, accurately 
informed.

Argot might have application in another sense, and 
that is the argot of  the uninitiated. That is, a main 
goal of  Argot is not only to publish quality research 
performed by undergraduates, but also to render 
these reports intelligible to the lay reader. Within 
these pages we explore the depths of  anthropo-
logical theory with Mauss, Freud, Marx, Weber and 
Haraway. But we also explore a breadth of  study, 
from transforming Islamic work ethic in Senegal, 
to a partitioned sense of  self  in post-Soviet soci-
ety, to the mechanization of  the medical body in 
Baltimore. 

The beauty of  anthropology is the ease by which 
its methods, attitudes and openness can be brought 
to bear on any discipline, and subject or topic of  
study. Hopefully, after perusing the pages of  Ar-
got, each conversation, every lock of  eye contact, 
all moments in your lived experience will be spiced 
with an added # avor of  curiosity and novelty.

-Argot editorial staff
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interview

Dr. Veena Das, Krieger-Eisenhower Professor and Chair 
of  the Dept. of  Anthropology.

Question: What do you think undergraduates 
contribute to the department? 

Das: We regard undergraduates as a very, very 
important part of  the department, and we like to 
shape their education in a way that they can bring 
an anthropological perspective to whatever they are 
planning to do. For us, for all the faculty members, 
the process of  making anthropology alive as a 
subject to undergraduates is a very important one, 
because when you talk to students who are not 
already trained in anthropology—so when you are 
dealing with graduate students, you are in some 
ways dealing with students who have their research 
projects, and already have some understanding of  
anthropology. 

With undergraduates, it’s a question of  making the 
subjects alive to a group of  students who do not 
know anything about it. That is a very clari! catory 
and important exercise for us. If  you ask yourself, 
“Why is something like anthropology important?” 
it’s obviously important in a way that all education 
in the liberal arts is important, which allows people 
to think critically. But it’s also more important 
because many universities in the U.S. deal with 
the world from a very American perspective. And 
although they are very dedicated to questions of  
diversity, students often come without really a good 
appreciation of  how the rest of  the world lives. 

Anthropology has a very interesting double 
function, in that it can help you to think about other 
ways of  being human than what you’ve been used 
to, but it can also make you critical about your own 
understanding of  yourself. Whichever topic one 
is doing in an anthropological discipline, whether 
this is looking at medicine or family and kinship or 
religion, this double perspective is very important. 
It’s very exciting to see young people just out of  
school developing a curiosity about themselves 
and about the world through a certain kind of  
disciplinary lens. 

Question: Do you think the undergraduate program 
has changed since you’ve been here? Is it going in a 
certain direction? 

Das: We work very hard on the undergraduate 
program, because we were very excited about the 
opportunity to do this at Hopkins, because classes 
are small. You don’t often have to deal with a class 
of  1,200 students. There’s a great opportunity to 
get to know students individually, and to do small-
group learning. 

Our attempt has been to think of  two things: one, 
to cater to students who may want to go on to 
graduate school in anthropology. There, you have 
to think about the formation by which by the end 
of  their fourth year, they have a reasonably good 
disciplinary understanding. On the other hand, 
there are a fairly large number of  students who are 
never going to be anthropologists, who are going to 
be doctors or lawyers or journalists or whatever, or 
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even neurobiologists. The other interesting question 
is, How does a subject like anthropology contribute 
to their formation? 

To give you an example, if  you are going to do 
medicine, you could do it as a primarily scienti! c 
discipline. But you could also do it in a way in which 
your knowledge is put to use in the world. To make 
it useful to the world, you have to think about 
people on whom medicine is practiced as not some 
kind of  inert bodies who are suffering from disease, 
but also people who experience illness, and even 
to re# ect on how conditions of  social inequality 
impact on illness experience. Awareness of  these 
set of  issues would make them into different kinds 
of  physicians, I believe. 

This would be equally true for a whole lot of  
disciplines, like law. There are other places where, 
if  you’re going to be primarily a bench scientist, you 
could say, Is this going to be useful for me? But 
it’s going to be important to think about the world 
in complex kinds of  ways. We try to develop both 
these aspects of  anthropology. I certainly think 
that a lot of  hard work went into thinking about 
curricular issues. 

Question: You just started teaching Invitation 
to Anthropology. Can you tell me a bit about the 
course? 

Das: Normally, you think of  an introductory course 
like a survey course, in which you think about the 
entire ! eld. The course was collectively-formed, and 
everyone’s views were incorporated. It’s designed, 

in a certain sense, to take common-sense categories 
and expose the students to a variety of  situations in 
which they come to question those common-sense 
categories. For example, if  you thought that kinship 
was really about blood relationships, it will challenge 
you to think about that when you discover that new 
forms of  biotechnology or legal disputations over 
kinship destabilize your taken-for-granted notions. 

It’s a course designed to make students think about 
those taken-for-granted categories, and it ends with 
a very small research project. It’s not a project where 
they’re expected to develop a well-formed argument, 
but a project that says, Well, if  you have a curiosity 
about something, what does it mean to research 
it anthropologically? So students have looked at 
questions of  how advertisements create gender 
categories, whether racism operates on the Johns 
Hopkins campus, questions of  sports violence. 
They’re thought about the form of  social suffering 
that is illness—is it an individual experience? Does 
it actually embody collective experiences? They did 
marvelous projects at the end of  the semester. 

Sometimes, there will be a great resistance to 
anthropological modes of  thinking. Students 
sometimes want very clear answers. They’re very 
used to thinking that knowledge can be put into 
certain kinds of  propositional forms. So if  you 
want to introduce the idea that knowledge is about 
rethinking your categories, it’s not something that 
you’re going to peacefully accept. It’s been very 
interesting for me to see that, although I’d put 
pretty tough readings on the syllabus, because these 
were freshmen who didn’t know that they were 
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tough readings, they were absolutely comfortable 
with discussing most of  that. 

Question: What aspects of  anthropology are new 
students most receptive to? 

Das: So let me say what they are most resistant to. 
They’re very used to the idea that they will come to 
class, they will be told what some things are, they will 
have very de! nite answers. First of  all, to get into 
the mode of  thinking, where you acknowledge that 
there are many ways of  thinking about it, and I’m 
not going to be able to give you a decisive answer 
on whether this is right or wrong. You have to ! nd 
criteria by which you say, Is this good research? Is 
this good or bad for society? How do I make moral 
judgments? Not from ! rst principles, but from the 
empirical facts that are before me. 

The receptive part is that students very often have 
a curiosity about this, because you live in a world 
all kinds of  experiences are available to students 
through the Internet, through TV and newspapers, 
so in one way the world is very connected. At 
another level, it seems very strange to them. The 
students who become very receptive are the ones 
who have some kind of  curiosity about this, 
and ! nding that there is a discipline that actually 
addresses that curiosity. 

Question: What do you think about the experience 
of  doing ! eldwork for undergraduates? 

Das: It has to be very carefully thought out. I’m 
told that in both the Logic of  Anthropological 

Inquiry and the junior/senior seminar, the actual 
experience of  doing a project by talking to people 
or by researching a particular archive is very exciting, 
because you begin to see how you might participate 
in actually producing knowledge. Hopkins, because 
it’s a research university, has this culture even in the 
sciences, where students are doing research pretty 
early on, so they’re used to that idea. 

There are some very special questions that come 
with ! eldwork, because they can’t do prolonged 
! eldwork. If  you’re an anthropologists, very often 
you will go and spend a year, a year-and-a-half, 
either in some place or researching that topic by 
talking to people in a variety of  spaces. Time is a 
very important element when you do your research 
as a graduate student. But this gives undergraduates 
some idea about their local environment—it may 
be at Johns Hopkins, it might be in Baltimore, 
or sometimes even on the Internet. It’s a very 
important part of  their learning, and gives them 
some sense of  how to convert hands-on research 
into an argument. 

Question: What do you think of  Baltimore as a 
space for this kind of  work? 

Das: It’s fantastic. It’s a very interesting city, because 
it has a long history and racial diversity. You know 
that David Harvey did all his fantastic work, basically 
on the basis of  his living in Baltimore.

Question: You’ve mentioned how anthropology 
can inform the sciences at Hopkins.  
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Das: I would like to have more anthropology of  
science here, yes. 

Question: How do you think anthropology informs 
another big ! eld here, International Relations? 

Das: There are very interesting ways. If  you think 
of  International Relations primarily as a problem of  
diplomacy or now primarily as a matter of  security, 
then in some ways anthropology is very good in 
showing that problems of  security are never only 
problems about the state. They are also problems of  
how people are going to feel secure. Anthropology 
can bring a very different perspective to that. It’s 
not only at a level of  leadership, that they are secure; 
it’s also a question of  when the population can feel 
that they are secure, and those are very different 
processes. 
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Magic and the Strange: The Logic of  Anthro-
pological Inquiry

Dr. Pamela Reynolds, Thomas Cousins

The Logic of  Anthropological Inquiry course held 
in the fall semester of  2006 revolved around the 
theme of  “Magic.”  It was about magic as part of  
mythical, symbolic and affective life as seen in early 
anthropological studies and current ones.  It exam-
ined uncertainty, suspicion, misfortune and strange 
behaviour, and whether cognisance of  these facets 
of  experience can exist alongside notions of  sci-
ence and objectivity.

Marcel Mauss describes magic as “... a kind of  to-
tality of  actions and beliefs, poorly de! ned, poorly 
organised even as far as those who practice it and 
believe in it are concerned”.  In his book A General 
Theory of  Magic (2001, ! rst published in French 
in 1902), he sets out to “...consider all those things 
which constitute magic as a whole”.  His interest lies 
in the nature of  magic’s working methods and in the 
beliefs involved in magic, the feelings it provokes 
and the agents who perform it.  According to him, 
magic is the earliest form of  human thought and 
is, therefore, the foundation of  the whole mystical 
and scienti! c universe of  primitive man.  Magicians 
are distinguished by the possession of  particular 
qualities.  They may be recognised by their physical 
peculiarities; or strange behaviour; or extraordinary 
gifts; or even by social attitudes towards them as 
representatives of  special groups.  Magic is seen as 
part of  some professions.  Doctors, barbers and 
gravediggers are thought to have magical powers.  

Students in the course explored the assumptions 
that inform these and other notions of  magic and 
their implications for current ideas about strange 
phenomena, unusual behaviour and creativity.

A research project on The Strange in Baltimore 
formed part of  the requirements for the course. 
The projects were undertaken by teams of  about 
! ve members each and presentations were given in 
class. What follows are selected abstracts from the 
diverse projects. Also included are three full-length 
analyses that came from one team’s research, dem-
onstrating how different perspectives can come 
from very similar data and research trajectories.
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abstracts from the logic of 
anthropological inquiry

De! ning the Neighborhood in Baltimore
Shekeab Jauhari et al.
The study considers the nature of  neighborhood 
boundary and identity formation, and perhaps 
more broadly, the motivations and causal factors 
contributing to the separation of  a particular group 
from what is “other.” The focus of  study on the local 
urban neighborhood of  Charles Village revealed 
the conception of  identity and boundaries as 
functionally complex, struggling between individual 
perceptions and broader group consensus. Urban 
sociological models and anthropologically-based 
theories on magic and mysticism were used purely as 
evaluative tools, to analyze and provide grounding 
for perceived neighborhood trends.

The Baltimore Nepalese Immigrant 
Community & Their Traditions
Meagan McClellan and Ashley Ferranti
In order to learn more about the Nepalese 
Immigrant Community in Baltimore, McClellan 
and Ferranti conducted a series of  interviews with 
Nepalese working in the Charles Village area.  The 
initial focus of  the interviews was to learn more 
about how Nepalese traditions (such as religious 
traditions and traditional healing) translated to 
life in Baltimore.  We learned that not only do 
Nepalese traditions seem strange to non-Nepalese 
in Baltimore, but these traditions also become 
strange to the Nepalese themselves when in the 

context of  Baltimore, MD (or any modern city).  
Thus our interviewees emphasized how well they 
had adapted to life in the United States, but when 
pressed they admitted that it seemed unreasonable 
to them that Nepalese traditions had any relevance 
in a modern city. 

Art, Music and Healing
Connie Vogelmann et al.
One aspect of  culture that has been nearly ubiquitous 
through time and through space is that of  the arts 
and music and their use in healing.  Music and 
art therapy are growing ! elds in modern western 
civilization, but many seem to forget that cultures 
for thousands of  years have used the arts as a form 
of  healing. In our ethnography project, we studied 
present day art therapy.  We conducted research 
at local centers for art therapy and polled people 
both on campus and in the rest of  Baltimore.  Our 
overall conclusions were that art therapy seemed 
a very effective means of  therapy, especially when 
partnered with more traditional methods.  Finally, 
most people interviewed believed that art therapy 
practices in this country should be expanded. 

Living in Crisis: Negotiating Everyday Life as 
Critical Care Transport Staff
Kevin Chen, Joseph Ho, Xiao-Bo Yuan
Our study focused on the everyday lives of  emergency 
transport staff, their handling of  employment that 
constantly confronts crisis and uncertainty, and 
the behaviors by which the shock of  their work 
is mitigated. What is the life of  these individuals, 
situated in an environment of  emergency, acting as 
mediators and conduits between gritty streets and 
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sterile emergency rooms? What kinds of  strategies 
are put into play in order to cope with constant 
exposure to disease and instability? We closely 
shadowed members of  Johns Hopkins Lifeline, the 
critical care transport team for the Johns Hopkins 
Hospital system. We observed that the lives of  
these individuals are in some ways hyperstructured 
yet in other ways much less structured than we had 
expected. Additionally, the uncanny confrontation 
with death was mitigated by a mechanization and 
digitization of  their patients, lending the patient a 
quality that is akin to the modern cyborg.

Trust and Suspicion: Urban Legends 
Surrounding Johns Hopkins in East Baltimore
Anton Marino, Amelia Martin, Nabiha Syed
According to a multitude of  urban legends, 
surrounding ambulances af! liated with Johns 
Hopkins are responsible for the routine exploitation 
and mistreatment of  African-Americans from East 
Baltimore. For example, abducted residents are 
used for medical experiments, presumably for the 
bene! t of  the University Hospital. Such an urban 
legend highlights the distrust of  the University by 
the local community, and proves to be a fascinating 
prism through which we can understand the 
relationship between the Hopkins and East 
Baltimore communities. The existence of  an urban 
legend is situated in a feeling of  suspicion. This 
suspicion of  the unknown, this strangeness may 
be better understood in the context of  people’s 
views on medicine. The responses that we get 
about individual experiences with the hospital 
can be placed in the context of  literature on the 
experience of  being a patient. Perhaps a closer look 

at other medical experiments involving the African-
American community, such as the Tuskegee Syphilis 
Experiment, will provide a basis of  understanding 
for the proliferation of  such an urban legend.
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Working in Crisis: Emergency Medical Techni-
cians at the Johns Hopkins Medical Institute

Joseph Ho

Introduction
Intrigued by the forces of  nature that propel life 
and death, human beings have long tinkered with 
philosophy, psychology and anthropology in order 
to conceptualize the two. Sigmund Freud, in The 
Ego and the Id, says that

“The high-sounding phrase, ‘every fear is ultimately 
the fear of  death’, has hardly any meaning, and at any 
rate cannot be justi! ed. It seems to me, on the contrary, 
perfectly correct to distinguish the fear of  death from 
the dread of  the object (realistic anxiety) and from neu-
rotic libidinal anxiety. It present a dif! cult problem to 
psycho-analysis, for death is an abstract concept with a 
negative content for which no unconscious correlative 
can be found.” (Schur, 1987 quotes Freud: 367)

It is because of  such a fear of  the unfamiliar that 
men are fascinated and yet baf# ed by the concept 
of  death. Faced with the fragility of  life at an unusu-
ally high frequency daily, the medical ! eld poses it-
self  as an intriguing subject for the study of  anthro-
pology. The familiar images related to the medical 
! eld—doctors dressed in sterilized gowns, the # eet 
of  ambulances at emergency situations, the orderli-
ness of  a hospital—are hardly perceived as strange 
or unique. Yet, when one considers the proximity 
that medical practitioners hold to life and death, it 
is no surprise that such an environment constitutes 
as a working ! eld of  the study of  “the strange.” 

As Freud de! nes it, “The uncanny is that class of  

the frightening which leads back to what is known 
of  old and long familiar” (Freud, 1919: 220). The 
familiarity that the medical ! eld projects onto the 
society, according to Freud, clearly does not exclude 
it from being “uncanny.” The nature of  the medi-
cal ! eld places practitioners in a paradoxical posi-
tion—one that holds ultimate power over the life 
and death of  a patient, and one that is faced with 
the helplessness over the uncertainty of  life and 
death. In fact, it is this antithetical state that plac-
es medical work in “that class of  the frightening” 
(Freud, 1919: 220). Because of  the close proxim-
ity that medical practitioners have with such forces, 
the medical ! eld not only exhibits uniqueness in 
the conceptualization of  the human experience in 
life and death, it is also transformed by such a con-
ceptualization in terms of  the structure and orga-
nization of  the working environment. In particular, 
practitioners working in emergency medical units 
experience most pronouncedly such a transforma-
tion through their connection with life and death. 
Operating under crisis and emergency, practitioners 
in this area face life and death with an added degree 
of  terseness and urgency. One may, therefore, rea-
sonably interpret “work life” in crisis with an even 
higher degree of  “uncanniness.”

It is in light of  such “uncanniness” that this pa-
per wishes to examine the nature of  work in crisis. 
Through ! eldwork pertaining to the practice, the 
author poses the anthropological query of  “What 
is strange?” to this subject. By means of  a logical 
process of  inquiry through understanding and ar-
gumentation, the author infers different themes of  
“uncanniness” related to those working in crisis; 
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speci! cally, emergency medical practitioner’s treat-
ment of  work as their way of  life, their experience 
with death and uncertainty and the conceptualiza-
tion of  the mechanized body. It will then brie# y 
discuss elements of  the strange in relation to the 
medical ! eld. Last, it will examine the three afore-
mentioned areas of  “uncanniness.” In doing so, the 
paper will demonstrate the strange that exists but is 
often overlooked as commonplace in the realm of  
those working in crisis.

Methodology and Background Information
As the second largest employer of  the state, the 
Johns Hopkins enterprise has great prominence in 
many arenas of  Baltimore. In particular, with a high 
reputation in medical research, the Johns Hopkins 
Medical Institute has long been a focal point for 
medical treatment. In fact, because of  its strength 
in handling speci! c medical cases, patients from 
different hospitals are often transferred to the In-
stitute for treatment. The research team chose this 
subject as a study for The Strange in Baltimore speci! -
cally because of  its importance and pervasiveness 
in Baltimorean life. As mentioned before, it is often 
the commonplace that is denuded of  its strange-
ness. On the other hand, the geographical location 
of  the Johns Hopkins Medical Institute has shaped 
its role in emergency medical treatment. Thus, the 
research team chose to focus its efforts on the 
emergency medical unit of  the Johns Hopkins 
Medical Institute. It should be noted, however, that 
the subject of  study is not the hospital itself, but 
the “uncanniness” as observed from the work of  
those in the hospital. The Johns Hopkins Medical 
Institute is merely a material context of  the study 

from which thematic conclusions will be derived. It 
is only the aforementioned uniqueness of  the In-
stitute that has allowed it to support the ! ndings 
of  the strange of  work in crisis. One should also 
note that, because of  issues relating to the privacy 
rights of  patients, wherever names are mentioned, 
of  medical practitioners or of  patients, they will be 
denoted by an initial.

The primary method of  investigation was by means 
of  ! eld observation. The research tem contacted 
Johns Hopkins Lifeline, the emergency medical 
unit of  the Johns Hopkins Medical Institute with 
the intent of  the study and was permitted to visit 
the unit as a team. The research team spent time in 
the “waiting room” area of  the emergency medical 
practitioners where they waited for emergency calls, 
observing their activities and interviewing them 
with questions speci! c to their work and duties. 
Thereafter, the research team of  three was sepa-
rated in order to “tag” along different teams that 
had been delegated different tasks. One team mem-
ber [K. Chen] rode on an ambulance along with R, 
a paramedic, J, an emergency medical technician, 
and M, a transport nurse to transport a child from 
the University of  Maryland Hospital to the Johns 
Hopkins Hospital. Another team member [J. Ho] 
role along with P, a paramedic and J, an emergency 
medical technician on an ambulance to transport 
a young patient from a small hospital at Milbrook, 
Delaware, back to the Johns Hopkins Hospital. 
The patient suffered from a stroke condition but 
the small town hospital was under-equipped for 
the treatment of  her medical condition. A transfer 
was recommended by the doctor and requested by 
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the family. The remaining team member [X. Yuan] 
remained at the Johns Hopkins Hospital and shad-
owed a working team in the intensive care units. 
Each research team member observed the tasks of  
their team and conducted follow up interviews with 
them afterwards.

Before we examine the “uncanniness” of  their 
work, let us ! rst consider several terminologies 
and de! nitions that would facilitate the discussion. 
Where work was involved outside the Johns Hop-
kins Hospital and ambulance transport operated 
from outside hospitals to Johns Hopkins, it was 
termed “out-house.” Where work involved treat-
ment of  patients within the Johns Hopkins Hospi-
tal and the transport of  patients within the hospital, 
it was termed “in-house.” Insofar as an emergen-
cy medical team was concerned, there is typically 
an emergency medical technician (EMT) who is 
chie# y responsible for the technicalities of  patient 
transport and the working of  equipment on the 
ambulance. There is also a paramedic who is chie# y 
responsible for patient care and emergency diagno-
ses. Depending on the condition of  the patient, a 
transport nurse may be present in order to adminis-
ter drugs to the patient. Duties and responsibilities 
of  each role is highly regimented and structured. In 
this context, the research team conducted ! eldwork 
investigation on “the uncanny” of  those working 
in crisis.

The Uncanny
In examining the subject of  the “uncanny,” Sig-
mund Freud considers “the equation ‘uncanny’ = 
‘unfamiliar’” (Freud, 1919: 220) as an incomplete 

de! nition of  the uncanny. He thus studies the word 
in different languages and discusses at length the 
different renditions of  “the uncanny.” In particu-
lar, he looks at the German word heimlich meaning 
“belonging to the house, not strange, familiar, tame, 
intimate, friendly” (Freud, 1919: 222) in relation to 
unheimlich. While he points out that “the uncanny 
[unheimlich] is something which is secretly familiar 
[heimlich-heimisch], which has undergone repression 
and then returned from it, and that everything that 
is uncanny ful! lls this condition” (Freud, 1919: 
245), he disagrees with the common conception 
that the uncanny is in direct opposition to the fa-
miliar. In fact, the idea of  the uncanny carries a 
complex notion with the common, “heimlich is a 
word the meaning of  which develops in the direc-
tion of  ambivalence, until it ! nally coincides with 
its opposite, unheimlich. Unheimlich is in some way or 
other a sub-species of  heimlich” (Freud, 1919: 226). 
Then, one would ask, if  the uncanny is not simply 
the unfamiliar, what is the uncanny? Freud believes 
that “the uncanny proceeds from something famil-
iar which as been repressed” (Freud, 1919: 247). 
The reason that one often limits the uncanny to the 
unfamiliar and fails to “admit that there are other 
elements besides those which we have so far laid 
down as determining the production of  uncanny 
feelings” is that one often takes the idea of  the 
uncanny from “the realm of  ! ction, of  imagina-
tive and writing” (Freud, 1919: 247), and hence 
“[a]pparent death and the re-animation of  the dead 
have been represented as most uncanny themes” 
(Freud, 1919: 246). Freud is careful here in de! ning 
the uncanny between that of  the ! ctional and that 
of  reality. He points out that “what is experienced 
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as uncanny is much more simply conditioned but 
comprises far fewer instances” (Freud, 1919: 247). 
This distinction is most essential to our examina-
tion of  medical work in crisis because one may fall 
into the trap of  strictly considering the conceptual-
ization of  death as “uncanny” but fail to acknowl-
edge other areas of  “uncanniness.” It is useful to 
note that what interests us and our central focus 
is the transformation of  work in crisis by, and the 
experience of  such a work environment due to, the 
proximity to death and uncertainty. This explains 
the importance of  looking at not simply the con-
ceptualization of  death by medical practitioners, 
but how that has affected their lives, their work and 
their treatment of  patients.

In fact, in speaking of  the “uncanniness” of  the 
medical ! eld, one may associate it with the notion 
of  magic. It may seem strange that one should link 
two such incongruent terms together—medicine 
being grounded in science while “magic” is seem-
ingly “unscienti! c.” Yet, Marcel Mauss, in A General 
Theory of  Magic (1950), points out that “we do not 
de! ne magic in terms of  the structure of  its rites, 
but by the circumstances in which these rites oc-
cur, which in turn determine the place they occupy 
in the totality of  social customs” (Mauss, 1950: 
30). Magical actions are those that are repeated, 
and to be considered “magical,” the whole com-
munity must “believe in the ef! cacy of  a group of  
actions […]. The form of  the ritual is eminently 
transmissible and this is sanctioned by public opin-
ion” (Mauss, 1950: 23). Thus, it follows that one 
may notice a “magical” element in the practice of  
medicine in crises and emergency because of  the 

unique circumstances in which it is performed: one 
is in close proximity to death, sometimes antago-
nistic and sometimes in assistance of  the natural 
forces of  life. Doctor Max Murray’s depiction of  
the intensive care unit in his Intensive Care: A Doctor’s 
Journal (2000) further demonstrates this notion of  
“magic” in medicine:

Lives are indeed saved in the ICU; that is always the 
goal, and those of  us who work there are good at 
achieving it. But the other side of  the coin is that some-
times even highly sophisticated expert care doesn’t work 
out as planned—patients die. One of  the lessons […] 
is that death is an ever-present part of  the ICU story. 
Despite our mastery of  medical science and technology, 
ICU doctors do not always succeed. Another lesson is 
that death is not a correctable biological condition—it is 
everyone’s ultimate destiny. Finding that elusive bound-
ary between extending life when there is a chance for 
more and allowing death when hope has truly gone is 
seldom easy, yet we undertake that search nearly every 
day.” (Murray, 2000: xii)

Here, we can see that the “uncanny,” “magic” and 
the medical ! eld share a certain degree of  similar-
ity. As mentioned before, heimlich, the familiar, share 
an ambiguous relationship with unheimlich (Freud, 
1919: 226). At the same time, “magical represen-
tation” which are “those ideas and beliefs which 
correspond to magical actions” (Mauss, 1950: 23) 
seem to hold a rather # uid de! nition. As we see 
above, daily practice in the medical ! eld involves 
and “elusive boundary between extending life when 
there is a chance for more and allowing death when 
hope has truly gone” (Murray, 2000: xii). Medical 
practitioners tread a ! ne line in handling patients, 
particularly those in emergencies and crises since 
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life and death are determined by the speci! c pro-
cedures to be carried out in a very limited time pe-
riod. One can, in fact, interpret medical practices 
as a daily search for the “uncanny” or “magical 
representations.” James Siegel’s depiction of  mag-
ic further demonstrates this point, “In the crucial 
moments of  magic, one recognizes that one can-
not recognize, that events are linked to each other 
in ways that seem to reveal something one cannot 
grasp” (Siegel, 2006: 75). The paramedic, the emer-
gency medical technician on an ambulance handles 
a fragile life in a very brief  period of  time. As the 
paper will further explain, they are placed in a posi-
tion in which they must conceptualize death in a 
strictly medical, mechanical way and recognize that 
it is something out of  grasp. On one hand, there is 
a recognition of  the effect of  medical procedures 
on a patient at risk; on the other hand, there is a 
recognition that one “cannot recognize” the power 
of  this force on life and death beyond the control 
of  medical equipment. Thus, if  we consider this as-
sociation between magic and medicine, and put in 
place what Mauss points out, “in magic we have 
of! cers, actions and representation: we call a per-
son who accomplishes magical actions a magician,” 
medical practitioners may even be broadly con-
strued as “magicians” (Mauss, 1950: 23).

Work as a Way of  Life
So far this paper has only examined the “uncanni-
ness” of  the emergency medical unit in its direct 
relation with the natural forces of  life and death; 
yet, implicit in this is the pattern and structure of  
the work environment of  these emergency medical 
practitioners. Perhaps the most intriguing part of  

an emergency medical practitioner’s work life is the 
conception of  time. In analyzing the idea of  time 
in the contemporary world, Barbara Adam relates it 
with employment:

The presupposition of  a tight link between time and 
money permeates contemporary Western business. 
Labour is paid by the hour, the week and the month. 
Companies calculate their labour costs in ‘man-hours.’ 
Surplus value and pro! t cannot be established without 
reference to time. The life-span of  a machine is reck-
oned in relation to the amount of  work it produces with 
a speci! c period. Overtime, ‘time out’ through absen-
teeism, and strikes all form integral aspects of  the cal-
culation of  a business’s production costs, its ef! ciency 
and its performance in relation to competitors.” (Adam, 
1995: 89-90)

If  this is taken to be the norm of  the concept of  
time in society, then what is observed within the 
emergency medical unit workplace should be con-
sidered most peculiar. Work shifts at the unit tend to 
be extended and clustered within only a few days a 
week; for example, one would work extended hours 
for three to four days a week, but have the reset of  
the week free. Typically, shifts run for twelve hours, 
from 7 AM to 7 PM, 8PM to 8AM, etc. Despite such 
an arrangement of  working hours, these practitio-
ners show a tendency of  extending their work life 
into their personal life, during the time when they 
are off-duty. A typical example is J, now 27, who 
not only works full time at the emergency medical 
unit, but also volunteers at the ! re department and 
takes classes in the management program of  the 
Johns Hopkins University. Paramedic P’s comment 
about her work-life further demonstrates this pecu-
liarity: “I used to work in the 911 for 70-90 hours a 
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week, and now I only work 36-48 hours a week. It’s 
really hard for me to work that much.” Both P and 
J here show a strong af! nity for their work-life; in 
fact, the sentiment is so strong that there is an at-
tempt to extend the time at work. J opts for classes 
and volunteering, and P chooses to return to her 
911 position as a volunteer. 

Adam describes the modern man at work to be 
operating under “clock time” (Adam, 1995: 91), a 
socially created concept of  time in which there is 
a “puritan attitude to work and the appreciation 
of  time as a precious resource to be allocated and 
spent with diligence and frugality” (Adam, 1995: 
88). Here, one should be aware that underlying such 
a social conceptualization of  time is the assump-
tion that one sees a strong demarcation between 
the work sphere and the personal sphere. What is 
“uncanny here is that these medical practitioners 
seem to have a completely different concept of  
time and work. As we have seen from the above 
discussion of  the uncanny, the emergency medi-
cal practitioner’s work is complexly woven with the 
natural forces of  life and death. If  one’s percep-
tion of  time is as Adam has indicated as a “resource 
[that] is linked to the passing of  time, to the inevita-
bility of  death and to the diurnal cycle of  night and 
day” (Adam, 1995: 90), it is thus not surprising that 
such proximity to the fragility of  life changes their 
perception of  time. The “uncanniness” is, again, 
what converges here: emergency medical practitio-
ners see no clear demarcation between what is work 
and what is leisure. In fact, what is work is life and 
that leisure or social life only exist in connection 
with work. Work is their way of  life.

Social organization at the work place seems to par-
allel this convergence of  work life and social life. 
During the research team’s ! eld study, the team ob-
served these practitioners spending extended peri-
ods of  time in the “waiting room,” typically watch-
ing television, talking with each other and eating. 
This peculiar “infusion” of  leisure at work can be 
attributed to the unique nature of  the work at the 
emergency medical unit. Because their work is con-
cerned with emergency and crisis, it is completely 
dependent on when they have “calls.” Thus, work 
is often a short spurt of  extremely high-stress activ-
ity. Social life infuses into the workplace, but when 
“real” work comes in the practitioners direct their 
complete attention to handling the crises. Again, 
life and death, the nature of  crisis, transforms the 
social organization of  their work place and creates 
a unique environment.

Death, Uncertainty and the Mechanized Body
The paper will now return to the examination of  
death as a part of  the medical practitioner’s job. Hu-
mans from the beginning have made many efforts 
to conceptualize and understand death. Douglas 
Walton, in On De! ning Death (1979), quotes Capron 
and Kass in pointing out that “the idea of  death 
is at least partly a philosophical question and not 
simply a technical matter’ nor one susceptible to 
empirical veri! cation” (Walton, 1979: 19). On the 
other hand, Karen Gervais discusses the “ambigu-
ous concept of  human death” (Gervais, 1986: 1) 
and indicates that “there has been some debate 
over whether death is a process or an event” (Ger-
vais, 1986: 3). There is no doubt that the concept 
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of  death his a most contentious issue in the study 
of  philosophy, anthropology and science. Yet, it is 
interesting to note the position that medical practi-
tioners take towards death in view of  such a hotly 
debated issue.

In handling patients, the emergency medical prac-
titioners seem to consider death strictly in medi-
cal terms. This could be seen in the way that death 
enters into the discourse of  these practitioners: 
instead of  directly pronouncing the death of  a pa-
tient using the word “death,” the language is often 
coded in medical terms such as “DOA” (dead on ar-
rival). As previously mentioned, a practitioner’s job 
is awkwardly placed in the paradox of  maneuvering 
life with medical equipment and facing helplessness 
in front on nature’s force. Such a conceptualization 
of  death seems to help them rationalize their par-
ticipation in the fragility of  life. EMT J’s comment 
exempli! es such an attitude: “We see death all the 
time … we know that we have tried our best and 
there is nothing more we can do.” The uncanny lies 
in the fact that one puts all one’s efforts in applying 
medical knowledge to saving lives, but at the same 
time surrenders to the forces of  nature in bringing 
death. Such a reconciliation of  the irreconcilable 
creates a unique dilemma that all medical practitio-
ners are forced to face.

Because of  the uncertainty that one faces on the 
job, one can only cling to the rationalization of  the 
body as one that is mechanized and can be com-
plete maneuvered by medical techniques. Yet, when 
all else fails, one asserts uncertainty as being relat-
ed to a greater force that is out of  the hands and 

out of  the responsibility of  any medical practitio-
ner. Here, J comments on the fact that if  he did 
not have God in his heart (in a Christian sense), 
he would have committed suicide having seen so 
many deaths. The research team believes that other 
emergency medical practitioners may have similar 
ways of  handling death and uncertainty, not limited 
to the Christian idea of  higher authority.

Conclusions
The paper’s examination of  the emergency medical 
unit’s work has shown that its “uncanniness” lies 
in the transformative power of  life and death on 
various aspects of  medical work. Because of  the 
unique position that medical practitioners hold in 
their proximity with the fragility of  life each day, 
they are forced to witness death at an alarming rate, 
often in brief  periods of  time, in emergency and 
crisis. The witnessing and the involvement in death 
causes those working in crisis to experience work-
life in radically different ways from those in other 
employment. Their conception of  death is also 
largely altered by their proximity with death. One 
should not, however, that this paper is by no means 
exhaustive in delineating the in# uence of  death 
over the different aspects of  work in crisis. In rec-
ognizing the peculiarities of  the emergency medical 
! eld, therefore, one is able to discern the uncanny 
from the seemingly familiar and commonplace.
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Inexplicabilities in the Body of  the Cyborg: 
Magic and the Modern Hospital

Xiao-bo Yuan

Is there space for magic in the modern hospital? To 
look at a recent collection of  work on HIV/AIDS 
treatment strategies in Social Dynamics, one would 
think that the tension—not to say opposition—be-
tween Western medicine and magic is stronger than 
ever. Due to interventions into the African AIDS 
crisis through antiretroviral drugs, new technolo-
gies, and an in# ux of  Western-trained professionals, 
this tension has become the focus of  much study 
and concern [1].  Traditional healers, who use mag-
ic as a primary defense against disease, and their 
“biomedical” counterparts are often framed as two 
sides of  a multi-level debate about rationality and 
irrationality, biology and magic, and progress and 
tradition.

But perhaps magic, if  we are to understand it as 
that which is inexplicable and beyond the reach of  
reason [2], has not been removed from the increas-
ingly mechanized methods of  biomedicine after all. 
Perhaps despite the technological developments 
that make controlling the human body ever more 
tenable, the body remains a site of  uncertainty, am-
biguity, and magic. Perhaps the transformation of  
the human body into a site that is open to the pene-
tration of  science has not eradicated belief  in mag-
ic, but allowed it to evolve. Certainly, the modern 
body that is invaded by technology—the cyborg, as 
the feminist scholar Donna Haraway would call it 
[3]—should raise new questions about how we are 

to consider inexplicable phenomena in an era of  
the “rational.”  

To explore these possibilities further in the context 
of  medical practices, this essay will venture closer 
to home than South Africa, to the Johns Hopkins 
Hospital in East Baltimore, where I, along with two 
other classmates, observed and interviewed emer-
gency transport workers. This particular team of  
workers was composed of  paramedics, emergency 
medical technicians, and nurses, each of  whom 
played speci! c (but sometimes # exible) roles in 
transporting patients from one place to another. 
The workers with whom I had the most contact 
specialized in in-house transport, which involves 
moving patients from one part of  the sprawling 
Hopkins Hospital to another, most often from the 
Intensive Care Unit (ICU) to other areas of  the 
hospital for MRIs, CTs, and other tests. What was 
particularly interesting about their process was the 
extreme level of  mechanization involved, and the 
sheer quantity of  technical knowledge that was nec-
essary for all of  the workers to know. Not only are 
the patients cyborg-like in their complete depen-
dence on machinery to regulate and measure their 
bodily functions, but the workers themselves are 
intimately connected to these machines. Their day-
to-day processes are impossible without them.

According to an online guide on the equipment 
common to a hospital’s Intensive Care Unit, a typi-
cal ICU patient might be connected in some way 
to all or several of  the following: mechanical ven-
tilation, tracheotomy tube, dialysis machine, intra-
venous lines, feeding tubes, nasogastric tubes, suc-
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tion pumps, drains, catheters, electrocardiograms, 
intracranial pressure monitors, shunts, transducers, 
and lines of  drugs to sedate, reduce pain, or pre-
vent primary symptoms or secondary infections [4].  
They are most likely lying on an automated bed that 
is speci! cally made to accommodate these instru-
ments and tools. The Johns Hopkins Hospital also 
provides televisions and wireless Internet, so that 
patients who are not completely debilitated can stay 
connected to the world of  information. And they 
are, of  course, under the surveillance of  nurses and 
doctors through call buttons, telephones, daily or 
hourly measurements of  body functions, and ex-
changes of  patient charts. 

The typical ICU patient is engulfed in this network 
of  machinery and data, which he or she often may 
have little knowledge about. What keeps the heart 
beating, the lungs contracting, and the kidneys 
functioning is a source of  mystery and uncertainty, 
to some extent even to the professionals who are 
trained to operate these machines. The green lines 
of  the electrocardiogram may be steady one mo-
ment and erratic the next. The tracheotomy tubing 
may aid breathing for long periods, and then sud-
denly restrict it. Thus, I suggest that the inexpli-
cable happenings of  the hospital lie at the points of  
contact between human bodies and machines—the 
spaces where both errors and miracles may be seen 
to occur. In this way, the simultaneous and inter-
connected existence of  technological and biological 
life enhances the sense of  magic in a hospital; the 
mechanized, “cyborg” body of  the patient re# ects 
the uncertainties of  both technology and of  life. 

To further clarify the idea of  this “hospitalized cy-
borg” and explore the possibilities of  magic within 
it, Donna Haraway’s celebrated essay “A Manifesto 
for Cyborgs: Science, Technology, and Socialist-
Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century” is ex-
ceptionally useful in imagining the potentials of  a 
world without clear borders between the animate 
and mechanical. As its title indicates, this essay 
comes from a feminist-socialist perspective and 
engages in a debate about feminism’s future in the 
21st-century, arguing against essentialist theories 
that basic categories like “man,” “woman,” “hu-
man,” and “machine” are recognizable through cer-
tain features. Haraway, a former biologist who has 
wide-ranging knowledge in both the sciences and 
humanities, attempts to deconstruct the binaries of  
science/nature and technology/human in her essay 
by referring to the cyborg as a metaphor for the 
modern condition of  mixed boundaries and inde-
terminate identities. Unlike some other texts that 
attack binaries, however, Haraway’s work is also no-
table for its efforts to construct something from 
the broken-down concepts. That synthesis is the 
! gure of  the cyborg, which, for Haraway, provides 
a possible entryway into a world in which the “con-
fusion of  boundaries” [5] such as gender, ethnicity, 
and class are not problematic, but embraced. 

The ! eld of  modern medicine, in particular, con-
tributes to Haraway’s synthesis of  the boundary-
blurring cyborg, as medicine is full of  “couplings 
between organism and machine, each conceived as 
coded devices, in an intimacy and with a power that 
was not generated in the history of  sexuality” [6].  
She argues that technological innovations that have 



24 vol.1 : 2007argot

made the body more visible—that is, tools that can 
make visible and intervene in parts of  the body 
that were previously hidden and inaccessible—also 
result in a breakdown of  the boundaries between 
technology and the body. Having been penetrated 
and “seen” by modern tools (like, for instance, the 
speculum or the MRI), the body is subsequently 
reconstituted, made at once more comprehensible 
but also more mysterious for its couplings with 
technologies. In Haraway’s view, the induction of  
biomedical technologies actually increases the ! eld 
of  meanings that can be attributed to the body: 

Technologies and scienti! c discourses can be partially 
understood as formalizations, i.e., as frozen moments, 
of  the # uid social interactions constituting them, but 
they should also be viewed as instruments for enforcing 
meanings. The boundary is permeable between tool and 
myth, instrument and concept, historical systems of  so-
cial relations and historical anatomies of  possible bod-
ies, including objects of  knowledge. Indeed, myth and tool 
mutually constitute each other [7, emphasis mine].  

Here, Haraway dismisses the fears that “technolo-
gies and scienti! c discourses” are harmful to the 
production of  cultural signi! cations—that they dis-
rupt, for instance, belief, tradition, or myths—and 
suggests that the interaction of  these instruments 
actually produce new myths of  their own. These 
new myths and meanings can be thought to exist 
at the interstices of  humanity and technology (“the 
boundary”), binding the two together in such a way 
that distinctions are no longer recognizable (human 
and technological signi! cations begin to “mutu-
ally constitute each other”). Furthermore, Haraway 
makes the rather radical case that modern bodies, 
with the intervention of  machines, do not partici-

pate in the older mythologies that de! ned Western 
culture, such as the garden of  Eden myth, or the 
concept of  an original unity that separates humans 
from animals. In every sense possible, cyborgs rep-
resent new beginnings, without the attachments of  
prior human “myths.” 

One such myth is surely death—the end of  the 
functioning body. It is often said that modern med-
icine has created concrete ways to determine death, 
and on some levels, that appears to be true. Every 
doctor, nurse, or paramedic has protocol they must 
follow in the case of  a patient’s death, and speci! c 
guidelines on how to determine that a person has 
died. In the case of  Do-Not-Resuscitate orders, 
they must respect the restrictions on medical inter-
ventions on a fatally ill person, but even in others 
cases, interventions meant to bring a body back to 
life are regulated, often after what is considered to 
be irreversible brain death due to oxygen depriva-
tion. One could argue that the biomedical bound-
aries of  life and death have become increasingly 
concrete and mechanized, rendering death under-
standable via scienti! c calibration. 

However, these recognitions of  biomedical “death” 
coexist with other more ambiguous concepts of  
the “end of  life,” which are not always so ratio-
nal. If  one sees the modern hospital as a space for 
Haraway’s cyborg, confusions certainly arise in the 
traditional boundaries between concepts like “life” 
and “death”—confusions that are not antithetical to 
the structure of  the hospital, but imbedded within 
medical practice. These confusions result, I believe, 
in the creation of  spaces for the magical. An exam-



25 vol.1 : 2007argot

ple of  this might be the various unscienti! c rituals 
that are practiced to acknowledge the end of  a life. 
These rituals may include religious rites, puri! ca-
tion rites (such as cleaning the body), or positioning 
the body so as to re# ect relaxation and peace. They 
also include incredibly personal and secret rites, in 
the vein of  Mauss’s description of  magical rites, 
which are certainly not codi! ed anywhere. By sug-
gesting possibilities for other ends or beginnings, 
these rituals crucially acknowledge that the scien-
ti! c knowledge of  death remains incomplete.  

There are many examples of  this mixture of  scien-
ti! c processes and irrational rituals. For instance, 
upon entering the Pediatric Intensive Care Unit at 
the Johns Hopkins Hospital—which houses chil-
dren with some of  the rarest, and deadliest, dis-
eases in the world—one encounters sprawling wall 
murals ! lled with bright, cheerful depictions of  
space travel and other “friendly” images. The para-
medic who was giving me a tour through this ward 
explained that scienti! c studies have shown that pa-
tients who see works of  art have a higher survival 
rate. Then why, I asked, weren’t there murals in the 
adult wards as well? The paramedic didn’t have an 
answer for that, and said, “That’s interesting, I’m 
not sure.” I speculate now that perhaps, despite the 
! ndings of  a study that applied to patients general-
ly, there is an idea that children are more susceptible 
to the effects of  these aesthetic productions, and 
that this idea carried into the actual construction of  
the ward, leading to the creation of  the murals as a 
kind of  charm or spiritual remedy. Is this a rational 
assumption based on scienti! c study, or is it one 
founded on certain “myths” about the nature of  

the childhood spirit? Probably, the murals consti-
tute both.  

Again re# ecting the multiple valences, not all of  
them scienti! c-rational, that accompany methods 
of  treating illness and encountering death, another 
paramedic at the hospital recalled to a group of  col-
leagues the experience of  being called to the scene 
of  a car accident and ! nding that a two-year-old 
child had died in the collision:   

My friends and family were worried about me because, 
you know, I was pregnant at the time and [my daugh-
ter] was about that age, about two. I didn’t know how 
I would react, to be honest, but I ended up being ! ne 
with it. The little girl looked good. Nothing happened to 
her face. It was a car-seat problem, a mechanical prob-
lem with the car-seat. It didn’t hold, so her spine ended 
up being fractured in the crash. She had already coded 
when we got there. I just held her hand for awhile and 
closed her eyes.

This paramedic’s story illustrates a medical inter-
vention at a moment of  crisis, recalling the evidence 
of  a rational explanation for the accident: the mal-
functioning of  a child-safety seat. She also refers to 
the child’s death in the terminology of  emergency 
care, as “coded”—a euphemistic term that seems 
to refer to the calculability of  the condition of  
death. It is a description that continued into much 
more technical language regarding the child’s vital 
statistics, most of  which I could not record. But 
the paramedic’s concern with the condition of  the 
child’s face, her care in handling her body, and her 
attention to closing her eyes before preparing her 
for transport all indicate that, in simultaneity with 
the facts of  the technical death, she recognized the 
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need for a further, more personal intervention—
one that involved holding the victim’s hand, shut-
ting her eyes, and expressing grief. Ultimately, an 
intervention like the one mentioned above, or the 
presence of  murals in the children’s ward, remains 
indeterminable as either “biomedical” or “tradi-
tional” modes of  care, but curiously confuse the 
borders between these two categories, as Haraway 
might think of  it. The in# ections of  the magical 
come into play at just these moments of  confusion 
or hybridity, in that these instances prompt doctors, 
nurses, paramedics, and other professionals to take 
actions and express thoughts that are not scienti! c-
rational but are speculative—that is, actions with 
indeterminate results or unknown causes, much like 
magical rites.     

It is important to note that, for Haraway, the cy-
borg is both a physical reality and a political idea 
meant to forward her argument against essential-
ist identity politics. Her cyborg manifesto advo-
cates uncertainty, and ! ghts against the reduction 
of  subjects—be they women, minorities, or other 
marginalized groups—to a set of  vital components, 
taking part in “the utopian tradition of  imagining a 
world without gender” [8].  But beyond its stake in 
the political future of  feminism, “A Manifesto for 
Cyborgs” also provides a framework with which to 
comprehend the effects of  technological interven-
tions on human bodies. With its emphasis on the 
porous nature of  the boundaries between man and 
machine, Haraway’s cyborg tale, as applied to the 
modern hospital, is an invitation to see it as more 
than a mechanized, automated, rational-scienti! c 
space, but as a place in which the borders between 

machine and body also produce the mysterious and 
the magical.

In her memoir The Year of  Magical Thinking, Joan 
Didion also observed that irrational actions and 
phenomena like “magical thinking” could coincide 
with the highly-technical ways in which disease is 
treated. Her book is ! lled, for instance, with care-
ful observations of  the mechanically-determined 
aspects of  illness: she describes her husband’s car-
diac arrest as an instance in which “a sudden spasm 
ruptures a deposit of  plaque in a coronary artery, 
ischemia follows, and the heart, deprived of  oxy-
gen, enters ventricular ! brillation” [9].  She also, 
however, recalls that she refused to throw away his 
shoes or erase his voicemail message, on the chance 
that he might need them when he came back. For 
Didion, the coinciding logics of  technical “facts” 
and magical hopes de! ne experiences of  grief. Per-
haps literature’s attention to hybridities and uncer-
tainties capture the characteristics of  the modern 
hospital particularly well, as another story about 
death and disease in hospitals, Susan Sontag’s “The 
Way We Live Now” on the devastating 1980s AIDS 
crisis, also draws attention to the simultaneously 
mechanized nature of  medical treatment and the ir-
rationalities that accompany it. For instance, in one 
passage, two friends converse about the incongrui-
ties of  hospital space as a place for dying: 

…Lewis, who was coming straight from the other hos-
pital, the hospital where Max was still being kept in ICU, 
met Tanya getting out of  the elevator on the tenth # oor, 
and as they walked together down the shiny corridor 
past the open doors, averting their eyes from the other 
patients sunk in their beds, with tubes in their noses, ir-
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radiated by the bluish light from the television sets, the 
thing I can’t bear to think about, Tanya said to Lewis, is 
someone dying with the TV on [10]. 

Here, the seemingly irrelevant presence of  the tele-
vision becomes immensely important, almost acting 
as a specter (releasing a ghostly stream of  “bluish 
light”) that haunts the space of  the patients’ rooms. 
Furthermore, this passage suggests the profound 
sense that the human body is distorted or violat-
ed by the machinery of  the hospital, such as the 
tubes and even the beds that seem to swallow their 
bodies—a sense of  technology’s intrusion into the 
body that is, in Sontag’s account, rather horrible, 
while it is triumphant in Haraway’s essay. Whatever 
the case may be, the real threat that Sontag’s char-
acters perceive in these machines suggests that the 
mechanized nature of  hospital care is not simply 
constituted by a set of  neutral technologies, but 
also takes on signi! cances imposed upon them by 
patients, observers, and caretakers. Despite over-
whelming mechanization in the modern hospital, it 
is still a place where inexplicabilities, like the sense 
of  haunted televisions, exist.  

Finally, I would like brie# y to address Freud’s 
theory of  the uncanny in relation to the cyborg 
body of  the medical patient, suggesting that the 
psychological discomfort associated with hospital 
environments and the intrusion of  medical instru-
ments into the body comes from the distortion of  a 
familiar object—the human body—into a disturb-
ing double. Freud’s interprets the uncanny as that 
which invites us to question the familiar, such as 
the generally-accepted boundaries between life and 
death, or machine and body; the uncanny is “some-

thing which is familiar and old-established in the 
mind and which has become alienated from it only 
through the process of  repression” [11].  In his es-
say “The Uncanny,” Freud remarks that disturbanc-
es in the boundary between animate and inanimate 
are particularly frightening to people, because they 
invite speculation about the individual’s state of  
life and destabilize established biological concepts. 
Even something as seemingly fundamental as death 
comes under question, as “biology has not yet been 
able to decide whether death is the inevitable fate 
of  every living being or whether it is only a regular 
but yet perhaps avoidable event in life” [12].  His 
recognition of  the confusions in such basic catego-
ries echoes Haraway’s conception of  the cyborg, 
which seems to disrupt “old-established” orders 
precisely because it exists in this realm of  the un-
canny, between life-form and machine. And again, 
for Haraway these disruptions are opportunities for 
positive political change.    

During our ! eldwork observations, I saw one pa-
tient whose body seemed quite uncanny. An EMT, 
a paramedic, and a nurse had gone to the ICU to 
transport a patient to the MRI room in another 
wing of  the hospital. She was a thirty-one-year-
old named Andrea, and she had scoliosis so severe 
that her back resembled a T-square. After having 
an operation on her back several months ago, An-
drea developed a severe infection that led her to 
be hospitalized in the ICU, where her health de-
clined rapidly. At the time I saw her, she weighed 
less than 55 pounds, failing to even dent the sheets 
of  her hospital bed. A few of  the technicians joked 
that they would need three men to lift her onto 
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the MRI machine; in truth, one person could have 
easily moved her. Like the typical ICU patient, her 
breathing was regulated by a mechanical ventilator, 
and her arms were threaded with countless tubes, 
all of  which kept her alive. The uncanny quality of  
Andrea lay in the fact that she resembled a human be-
ing, but was on so much life support that she was 
also barely recognizable as one. She was, in her de-
privation and illness, reduced to perhaps below the 
bare minimums of  human survival, yet remained 
alive because of  the technological supports. In a 
counter intuitive way, it is perhaps the potential of  
biotechnological innovations to preserve and extend 
life beyond what we recognize as its limits that truly 
represents technology’s uncanny qualities. 

Both Haraway’s cyborg tale and Freud’s theory of  
the uncanny point out the ways in which a highly-
technical, machine-oriented space like the modern 
hospital can still accommodate and even invite in-
stances of  the magical and unknowable, particu-
larly seen through the ambiguities of  contending 
with death. Literary productions like Didion’s Year 
of  Magical Thinking and Sontag’s story on the AIDS 
epidemic readily acknowledge the vague borders 
between the rational and the magical surrounding 
death and disease—uncertainties that were also 
re# ected in my group’s ! eldwork observations. 
The spaces for uncertainty, doubt, and even irra-
tional hope in a hospital argue against, I believe, 
the reductionism of  categorizing medical practices 
as a set of  oppositions, such as Western/tradition 
or biomedical/magical. Instead, the hospital is, as 
Didion says of  grief, “never what you expect.”   

References
[1] - Most of  the studies featured in Social Dynamics Vol. 31, 
No. 2. (Special Issue: AIDS and Healing Strategies in South Africa) 
address the problems and potentials of  using Western medi-
cal treatments (i.e., biomedicine) in South Africa, where sango-
mas and other traditional healers still practice. Contributions 
included studies on the possibilities of  collaboration between 
traditional healers and Western doctors, Western attitudes to-
ward traditional healing, and quantitative analyses of  the use 
of  sangomas.
[2] - This essay takes a broad and admittedly ambiguous view 
of  “magic,” not quite approaching Marcel Mauss’s concep-
tualization of  magic in A General Theory of  Magic (New York: 
Routledge, 1950) as beliefs and acts that are “private, secret, 
mysterious and approaches the limit of  a prohibited rite” 
(p.30). Rather than adopting Mauss’s in# ection of  the “oc-
cult,” this essay will use “magic” as a metaphor for incompre-
hensible occurrences that require one to suspend belief  in the 
rational-scienti! c.
[3] - Haraway, Donna. “A Manifesto for Cyborgs: Science, 
Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth 
Century.” The Norton Anthology: Theory and Criticism (New York: 
W.W. Norton & Company, 2001), p. 2269-99. 
[4] - Johnson, Gordon S., Jr. “The ICU Guide.” <http://www.
waiting.com/waitingicu.html>, Dec. 9, 2006.
[5] - Haraway uses “confusion of  boundaries” to describe the 
cyborg’s state of  hybridity, which she makes it her mission to 
understand and respect. She argues “for pleasure in the con-
fusion of  boundaries and for responsibility in their construc-
tion,” and attempts to “contribute…in the utopian tradition 
of  imagining a world without gender.” Haraway, “Manifesto 
for Cyborgs,” p. 2270.
[6] - Ibid, p. 2269.
[7] - Ibid, p. 2284.
[8] -  Ibid, p. 2270.
[9] - Didion, Joan. The Year of  Magical Thinking (New York, 
Vintage, 2007), p. 10.
[10] - Sontag, Susan. “The Way We Live Now,” The Best Ameri-
can Short Stories of  the Century, ed. John Updike (New York: 
Houghton Mif# in, 2000), p. 612.
[11] - Freud, Sigmund. “The Uncanny.” An Infantile Neurosis 
and Other Works (London: Hogarth Press, 1919), p. 241.
[12] - Ibid, 242.



29 vol.1 : 2007argot

The Patient as the Cyborg: An Ethnogra-
phy of  Johns Hopkins Lifeline, Critical Care 
Transport

Kevin Chen

“The human body is a machine which winds its own 
springs.” - Julien Offray de La Mettrie

Introduction: The Strange in Baltimore
Baltimore City is a unique space where a large num-
ber of  tightly packed hospitals oversee one of  the 
densest ! elds of  violence and drug abuse. Ambu-
lance sirens blare through the night, traversing the 
space between the uncertain, chaotic and unsani-
tized city streets to the sterilized, institutional edi! ce 
of  biomedicine. This traf! c in the realm of  uncer-
tainty requires human operators, namely emergency 
medical transport personnel. Emergency medical 
transport crews constantly work in the ! eld and 
away from employment regularity or predictability. 
How is it that they handle the stress of  their careers, 
constantly careening from uncertainty to protocol, 
from the ! eld to a home territory, from patients in 
illness to health? What strategies are employed in a 
profession suffused with pain, pollution and death? 
In a profession bridging stability and crisis, notions 
that are “strange” are certain to arise.

A large part of  my ! eldwork was conducted on 
November 11, 2006, with an ambulance crew op-
erating for Hopkins Lifeline, the critical care trans-
port system for the Johns Hopkins Hospital. Criti-
cal care transport, as I learned, differed from 911 
Emergency transport (operated solely by the Bal-

timore Fire Department). While similar, the criti-
cal care ambulance was equipped to handle patients 
that were already somewhat stable but with more 
specialized needs (e.g. pharmaceuticals and equip-
ment not normally found on a 911 ambulance). 
The job of  the paramedics and emergency medi-
cal technicians (EMT) at Hopkins Lifeline was to 
be the safety net for these patients on the brink of  
medical crisis. On-site interviews were conducted 
with the paramedic, who I will call R, and the EMT, 
J. Here, I will focus on the fusion of  the human pa-
tient with medical technology, and how the gaze of  
the paramedic team was focused on managing this 
“cyborg” interface.

Assembling the Patient
With the proliferation of  sophisticated medical 
technologies, medical care has come to rely heavily 
on advances in biomedical engineering. However, 
as our ability to keep death at bay with metals and 
plastic increases, the medicalized body is becoming 
more and more a machine—a cyborg, as many like 
to say. Donna Haraway’s famous Cyborg Manifesto 
offers us much insight on how critical care patients 
slip into becoming more machine than human. She 
gives us ! rst a de! nition, “A cyborg is a cybernetic 
organism, a hybrid of  machine and organism, a crea-
ture of  social reality as well as a creature of  ! ction” 
(Haraway 149), going on to mention that “Modern 
medicine is also full of  cyborgs, of  couplings be-
tween organism and machine, each conceived as 
coded devices” (Haraway 150). An important the-
sis in Haraway’s work is that bodies and technol-
ogy are not diametrically opposed or antagonistic; 
rather, nature and arti! ce should be understood as 
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actually merging. The application of  technology 
to something like medical transport forms a sub-
strate, a conduit through which others can manipu-
late the processes of  the body. When physiological 
processes deviate from the norm, it is the technol-
ogy that announces this in numbers, scans, charts. 
Then, using technological implements, the cyborg 
can be adjusted and repaired; that is, outsiders can 
affect the technological substrate, and the cyborg 
components can in turn readjust the biochemical 
body to a semblance of  health. Emergency medical 
transport staff  become mechanics maintaining the 
cyborg in transit.

How this cyborg interface is assembled is evidenced 
! rst by reliance by Hopkins Lifeline crews (indeed, 
all areas of  medicine) on the patient form. It is on 
this form that vital signs, actions, etc. are recorded, 
and the patient on the form becomes more infor-
mative than the patient on the stretcher: “There’s a 
lot of  paperwork to do […]. Sometimes when you 
run back to back to back calls you get backed up, 
you know two to three reports deep. […] Half  of  
our report is all demographics for billing: their ad-
dress, mom’s name that kind of  stuff. The other 
half  is our assessment, you know vitals, any kind of  
intervention, IV # uids, oxygen that kind of  stuff ” 
(R, interview). By distilling the patient to words and 
numbers on a portable sheet of  paper, transport 
workers can avoid added uncertainties and surpris-
es. They know the patient’s age, condition, standing 
orders, pharmaceutical treatments, etc. They can 
anticipate possible complications and leave behind 
unneeded equipment. All this they can review be-
fore meeting the patient face-to-face, making their 

new cyborg transports more transparent and man-
ageable.
 
Patient B: Mobilizing the Machine
Soon after meeting paramedic R and EMT J, they 
were called to transport a patient, B, from The Uni-
versity of  Maryland. Patient B was a young child, a 
victim of  domestic abuse, who had traumatic brain 
injury as a result of  his battering. Although actually 
under care provided by Johns Hopkins, B was stay-
ing at University of  Maryland because there were 
not enough beds at the Hopkins Hospital’s pedi-
atric intensive care unit until the day R and J were 
called. We were joined by a transport nurse, M, who 
was experienced at transporting pediatric cases.

Upon arrival at University of  Maryland, the objec-
tive of  our transport was simply to ‘switch systems.’ 
As J described, “Once she [nurse M] has done her 
assessment, we’ll be responsible for getting him 
moved over, hooked up.” Patient B was a simple 
case, but still had a dizzying number of  mechanical 
parts for monitoring and treatment. A handful of  
electrodes were pasted on B’s body, connecting to a 
processor and screen displaying the cyborg essence: 
“If  you look on the monitor, the green waveform 
is his heart rate, the yellow waveform is his respira-
tory rate, the blue is his oxygen saturation, 100’s as 
good as you can get […] the red line on the other 
side that’s actually the kid next door” (J, interview). 
In addition, B had a tracheotomy tube placed in his 
neck to assist breathing; this connected to a hose 
that ran to the wall through which an oxygen/air 
mixture was delivered. B also had a port leading 
into his stomach, through which food and drugs 



31 vol.1 : 2007argot

were administered via a tube and syringe. Lastly, an 
intravenous (IV) line ran from B’s arm to an over-
hanging bag. 

The transport operation was one concerned with 
making B’s ‘cyborg’ parts temporarily portable: “You 
can see he’s got a lot of  tubes and stuff  like that, 
the biggest thing is to come in and make sure we 
don’t pull anything out, try to minimize the tangle, 
entanglement factor, stuff  like that. So we’re pretty 
systematic about how we’ll do things and we’ll take 
our time” (R, interview). Since B was a fairly stable 
patient, the chief  concern in transport was how to 
handle his technological prostheses. Like packag-
ing a fragile item for shipment, the patient is not 
moved until the mechanical systems are in a stable 
equilibrium with the physiological systems: 

Get him off  of  their equipment, get him onto ours, and 
once he’s ! nally attached to our equipment, our oxygen 
and everything else, we’ll go ahead and move him over 
to the stretcher and we’ll go ahead and head out. Very 
simple. This is a normal routine type call. [In some of  
our more extensive calls,] you get patients coming over, 
they’re basically on their deathbed, those require a little 
more. Because you gotta sit, you gotta rework them, 
because they don’t always adapt to our equipment very 
well. (J, interview)

This, as they kept telling me, was a very routine 
job. In fact, it was simple since B only had one IV, 
whereas some patients may have ! ve, six, or more 
lines. Once the IV, electrode leads and tracheotomy 
tube were connected to mobile systems, patient B 
was transferred to the stretcher, then into the am-
bulance.

Throughout the transport, the job of  the medical 
transport crews was chie# y to monitor patient B 
for signs of  trouble. And, again, vision focused on 
mechanical aspects and operation of  technology: 

This is a pretty routine call; he’s pretty stable. We just 
monitor his vitals. For a stable patient we do vital signs 
every 15 minutes, unstable we do every 5. His main thing 
overall our biggest concern would be his trach [tracheot-
omy tube], we’ll be monitoring his airway spacing. They 
can get a mucus plug and they can clog up their airway 
[…] on this transport our biggest concern would be to 
watch his trach. (R, interview)

Indeed, a loud, high-pitched wheezing noise would 
intermittently issue from B’s direction. After some 
investigating, the source was found to be the tra-
cheotomy tube. Nurse M would periodically use 
a suction tube to clear out the mucus. Yet, the at-
titude was still of  this being an anomalous event 
related to technology and not the patent’s medi-
cal condition. As long as the tubes and prosthetics 
were maintained, B as a patient should be stable and 
the transport should go well.

Diagnosing the machine. 
More instances of  mechanizing the body were found 
when a problem with the patient needed solving. 
In the critical care transport world, most often the 
problem lay not with the physiology of  the human, 
but with the technology embedded in it. Midway 
through transporting patient B from University of  
Maryland Hospital to Johns Hopkins Hospital, an 
intermittent beeping began to issue from one of  
B’s monitors. Looking at the body, one would never 
guess that B was in any kind of  emergency. The 
monitor announced that there was air in the IV line 
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and it had automatically stopped infusion. This was 
quickly and easily recti! ed by nurse M, IV infusion 
was restored and the “patient” was back in a stable 
state.

What is interesting about this anecdote is that inter-
ventions are directed at the technology. As R said, 
“Stuff  like this, it’s all a matter of  trouble shooting 
and all. Your stuff  will get kinked, you’ll get air in 
the lines, so we go through and we troubleshoot.” 
This diagnosing and repairing of  machines was the 
routine. Obviously, had the air not been detected 
or had the halted IV not been detected, the results 
could have been disastrous for B. Nevertheless, the 
great majority of  attention is paid to technology in 
avoiding any truly dire situations. The biochemi-
cal body is ! guratively cocooned behind wires and 
plastics, and it is chie# y by interfacing with the 
technology that homeostasis of  the body can be 
maintained. Acting as a conduit for outside forces 
to in# uence the body, the substrate itself  must be 
maintained properly so that interventions can be 
made and technology remains able to support the 
body.

Another story that R related emphasizes even more 
the paramedic’s role as a mechanic. When asked if  
he had any memorable transport patients or any 
transports where things went wrong, this story was 
told to me:

My biggest thing that went wrong is I had a lady that was 
on a ventilator. And we were bringing her in for a pro-
cedure, and when we hooked her up on the ventilator 
to take her out her oxygen saturation started dropping, 
and then she went into a seizure and she was purple 

a lot. And we couldn’t ! gure why she was having this 
problem so we took her back to the unit we came from 
and took her off  the vent and actually started manually 
breathing for her, and she was ! ne. And we put her back 
on the vent and she was having the same problem. And 
what we realized after we troubleshot was that there’s 
a T piece and there’s a plastic hose connected to the 
T piece. So what it does is […] every time she takes a 
breath in, when she exhales it senses that exhaled air and 
then it initiates the next breath. So that little plastic piece 
was cracked, so it wasn’t sensing the air going back to 
the vent and it wasn’t giving her another breath. So we 
would hook her up and the vent would seem like it was 
working, but really she only got that one breath then it 
would cut out. That’s one of  those things you have to 
go back and troubleshoot to be like “Why is she doing 
this?” That took at least a good 10 minutes to ! gure out 
what was wrong, because it’s not one of  those common 
things you would look for. It was littlest tiniest crack you 
could barely see.

Obviously, R knows that if  the patient is turning 
blue and seizing, there is something wrong with her 
respiration. However, for the many cyborg bodies 
that are being affected by this defective ventilator, 
it is important to ! nd the technological component 
that is malfunctioning. Manual breathing, as was 
performed, or simply switching over to a different 
ventilator was not the simple solution. The defec-
tive machinery required diagnosing, and only when 
the cracked plastic was discovered could they safely 
and securely move forward.

“A New Set of  Eyes,” The Uncanny and Mechanizing 
Death
Mechanization has dissipated, to some degree, the 
mystique of  the human body. With electrodes, 
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laboratory tests and medical scanners, not a single 
molecule is out of  biomedicine’s mechanical scru-
tiny. Joseph Dumit, quoting “PET [positron emis-
sion tomography]  researcher Henry Wagner”, 
shows us that “‘in PET, we now have a new set 
of  eyes that permits us to examine the chemistry 
of  the human mind’ […] [Wagner] is pointing to a 
particular kind of  humanoid; a cyborg whose ex-
perience of  vision includes the physiology of  the 
brain as witnessed through PET scanning” (Dumit 
98). Learning from the Lifeline crews, a mechanical 
set of  eyes is the only way to visualize the patient, 
evidenced by a transport job from the neurologi-
cal critical care unit to the CT [computed tomog-
raphy] scanner. After getting the patient connected 
to the mobile units and navigating the patient bed 
through the labyrinthine hospital to the Radiology 
department, the patient was moved to the scanning 
bed and the scan was on the verge of  being taken. 
Suddenly, from our position behind protective walls 
and glass, we heard a quiet panicked voice from the 
scanning chamber: “Get me out.” After attempting 
to soothe and reassure the patient, it was decided 
that this scan would be aborted. The patient was 
moved back to the bed and returned to her room 
with a sense of  frustration. The data lodged within 
the cyborg body were inaccessible, uninterpretable 
without the use of  other machines. Leaving the CT 
scanning room, I observed a line of  three or four 
more patients, also waiting for the giant doughnut-
shaped CT scanner. Truly, it required a mechanical 
oracle to diagnose the cyborg. 

In confronting the cyborg each day, might Hopkins 
Lifeline crews also feel a sense of  “the uncanny,” as 

Freud described? Freud theorized that the feeling 
of  the uncanny arose when the line between nature 
and the mechanical became blurred: “‘one of  the 
most successful devices for easily creating uncanny 
effects is to leave the reader in uncertainty whether 
a particular ! gure in the story is a human being or 
an automaton’” (Freud, quoting Jentsch, 227). Sur-
prisingly, the emergency medical transport staff  ap-
proached the cyborg patients with little concern for 
Freud’s uncanny. How were they able to avoid this 
fear, when they are everyday confronting images of  
bodies teetering between life and death, between 
the inanimate machine and living human? Freud 
himself  offers us a way out, by incorporating the 
viewer’s emotional investment as laying the founda-
tion for the uncanny feeling: 

In Nestroy’s farce, Der Zerrissene [The Torn Man], another 
means is used to avoid any impression of  the uncanny 
[…] We know what went before this scene and do not 
share his error […].Thus we see how independent emo-
tional effects can be of  the actual subject-matter in the 
world of  ! ction. (252)

If  the viewer possesses a degree of  privileged 
knowledge, or attention is not focused on the 
uncanny aspects, or emotional detachment is en-
forced, the uncanny will not arise. Indeed, it is with 
these emotional and intellectual attitudes that Hop-
kins Lifeline crews approach patients. With medi-
cal transport gaze zoomed in on the minutiae of  
plastic parts and rubber hoses, there is little chance 
to step back and receive the full impact of  the cy-
borg-patient. Visitors and family members might 
comment on the strangeness of  technology invad-
ing the body; however, when an occupation begins 
to exclude from its vision the body in favor of  the 
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machine, the object of  scrutiny becomes inert and 
unthreatening.

Interestingly, Freud’s analysis also helps us under-
stand how envisioning the patient as cyborg is in 
some ways a magical defensive tactic in a profession 
that is tangential to illness and death. Uncanny ideas 
arose, in Freud’s view, as a ‘primitive’ or ‘childlike’ 
effort to dispel death: “the ‘double was originally 
an insurance against the destruction of  the ego, an 
‘energetic denial of  the power of  death’” (Freud, 
quoting Otto Rank, 235). Freud goes on to say that 
uncanny effects are produced when the doppel-
ganger is repressed, later returning with sinister and 
threatening psychoanalytical power. Marcel Mauss 
also mentions the strange magical power ascribed 
to death and the dead: “Magical beings and magical 
things notably include the souls of  the dead and ev-
erything associated with death. […] on the whole, 
all dead people, both bodies and spirits, form a sep-
arate world from that of  the living, a world from 
which the magician derives his powers to kill, his 
black magic” (147). Should the shade of  death and 
disease (both observed widely to have cultural rami-
! cations and taboos) come to dominate the lives of  
emergency medical transport crews, daily life would 
become unbearable. But by dispelling the uncanny 
through mechanization, neutralizing the uncanny 
and removing from the potential dead any sense 
of  vengeful spirit, the fear and magic of  death and 
pollution can also be washed away. And in the cas-
es when they do confront death, further language 
(DOA, etc., a kind of  language of  deactivation) al-
lows for objectivity and distancing. Conceiving the 
patient as the cyborg is useful for Hopkins Lifeline 

crews in negotiating livelihoods that constantly deal 
with uncertainty and af# iction.

Concluding Remarks
The reconception of  the medical patient as partly 
machine sheds some light on how individuals work-
ing in crisis and uncertainty might mobilize imagi-
nation to make each day livable. Such a reliance on 
and consciousness of  technology has not chased 
away the human aspect of  the patient. Instead, as 
Donna Haraway describes of  the cyborg, they have 
become enmeshed. Biochemical physiology inter-
faces with synthetic materials, and these technolo-
gies provide the means by which medical staff  may 
tinker, adjust, and in# uence the internal clockwork. 
With the human rooted in this plastic and metal 
substrate, the concern then becomes centered on 
maintaining the viability of  the substrate, so that it 
in turn can nurture the body. The patient is assem-
bled on forms and screens, quantifying existence 
and allowing the establishment of  ranges of  nor-
malcy. Rather than face a question of  what could 
go wrong with this patient, it becomes a routine of  
maintaining IV’s and electrodes. Anomalies are less 
about placing the human at risk but more a mat-
ter of  repairing the cyborg and “troubleshooting.” 
Furthermore, with the gaze ! xated on pumps and 
screens, the pollution of  disease and death is dis-
pelled. Thus, instead of  living under the threat of  
contamination by illness, the life of  an emergency 
medical transporter becomes more like a mobile 
mechanic. 

Certainly, the topics and events focused on here do 
not paint a complete picture of  the lives of  Hopkins 
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Lifeline crews. Comments about how their days are 
structured and the camaraderie of  the group, for 
example, contribute to their negotiation of  a life in 
crisis. And though we may call it a emergency pro-
fession or an aspect of  “the strange,” the Hopkins 
Lifeline crew will certainly describe it as a rewarding 
profession. The utter devotion to their work and 
care for their patients is admirable. Lessons learned 
about how their lives are structured and imagined 
(beyond visualizing others as automatons") could 
well be found or applied in other areas.
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“The Wolo! sation of  Islam”:  the Mouride 
work ethic

Adedayo Bolaji-Adio

In the intersection of  work and belief, religion of-
ten plays a decisive role in constructing the mean-
ings and moral values individuals furnish and re-
ceive from their work. At times, however, religion 
gains meaning through work. The latter best de-
scribes the practice of  work among members of  
the Mouride brotherhood of  central Senegal. The 
brotherhood, a Su!  tariqa (organization), originated 
in the aftermath of  French colonial conquest of  
Senegal in the late nineteenth-century. Led by Ama-
dou Bamba, the tariqa provided an alternative lead-
ership for those displaced by the French conquest. 
Today, myths abound about the Bamba’s charisma 
and these myths serve to legitimize Mouride worldly 
asceticism. Therefore, the Mouride brotherhood’s 
worldly asceticism or work ethic makes it an active 
leader in modern Senegalese economy. 

One approach to studying the Mourides has been 
through its work ethic. Many scholars have sought to 
establish a parallel between the Mouride work ethic 
and the Protestant ethic Max Weber describes in the 
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of  Capitalism. The argu-
ments rest on the contention that Mouride doctrine 
promotes work as a means to salvation. Mouride 
work ethic, however, is best understood in its own 
context, that of  imbuing the Wolof  patron-client 
relationship with religious meaning at the summit 
of  the demise of  former centers of  allegiance. The 
Mouride order grew out of  this moment and came 

to represent a new form of  spiritual, economic, and 
political allegiance. Thus, Weber’s study offers in-
sight into Mouride work and spirituality on two lev-
els: that of  the objecti! cation of  religious devotion 
through work and in the manner through which 
disciples elaborate and interpret religious doctrines. 
Where the Mouride work ethic differs from the We-
berian model is that it represents the subordination 
of  the Mouride disciple to his spiritual leader.  The 
Mouride work ethic, therefore, serves to objectify 
an interdependent spiritual and material relation-
ship that promotes the brotherhood’s solidarity. 

The Mouride brotherhood developed as an alterna-
tive Wolof  authority center to ! ll the socio-political 
vacuum occasioned by French colonial conquest. 
Before the disintegration of  the Wolof  kingdoms 
of  Senegal in 1886, the society was divided into four 
principle caste groups: the ruling class, a class of  
free agriculturalist, the artisan caste, and slaves [1]. 
Associated with the noble class was a group of  war-
rior slaves or tyeddo who often dominated the ruling 
class. By the 17th century the tyeddo were grappling 
for power against a puritanical Islamic community, 
primarily composed of  the lower castes, whose 
speculation into highly demanded peanuts gave it 
tremendous power. Islam therefore was considered 
a threat to those in authority and eventually led to 
a number of  jihads in the late 1600s. The result of  
these wars was the weakening of  the power base 
of  the tyeddo who, ! nally defeated by the French, 
increasingly sought the services of  the Su!  mystic 
Amadou Bamba [2].  

The son of  a Quranic instructor, Bamba was a 
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sheikh in the Tijaniyya, one of  Senegal’s principle 
brotherhoods, until his vision in Touba in 1886 
founded the Mouridiyya order.  1886 proved a time 
of  political instability and French colonial conquest, 
thus Bamba’s ! rst disciples came from among the 
displaced of  Wolof  society. For as Donal O’Brien 
explains, “the Wolof  sought a leader who could 
replace those whom the French had deposed” [3]. 
Bamba’s growing popularity therefore alarmed the 
French who exiled Bamba to Gabon (1895-1902) 
and then to Mauritania (1903-1907) for fear of  an 
anti-colonial uprising. Bamba’s exiles, however, only 
served to further myths about the leader’s magical 
abilities, baraka (grace) and charisma. These myths 
lent legitimacy to Mouride sheikhs (or marabouts) 
who attracted followers seeking new forms of  pa-
tronage as well as spiritual salvation. As O’Brien 
explains, “the slaves, low-caste and poor peasants 
found security and protection under the marabouts, 
new masters who could provide patronage and 
leadership” [4]. This original patron-client relation-
ship has lent itself  to the organization of  the Mou-
ride brotherhood and as such serves as the basis 
for the group’s economic activity. Before looking at 
the brotherhood’s organization, however, it is best 
to look ! rst at its doctrine concerning work while 
keeping in mind the context in which this doctrine 
developed. 

As mentioned, scholars interpret the Mouride work 
ethic as an Islamic counterpart of  the Protestant 
Ethic Marx Weber describes. Scholars like Mark 
Karp argue that Mouride principles “mean that dis-
ciples must work diligently, and leaders must save 
and invest as much as possible…for the sake of  the 

world beyond” [5]. While useful, Weber’s model is 
not perfect because Mouride ethic does not seek to 
! nd grace through work. Instead, as Jean Copans 
explains, it serves to place a limit on Su!  medita-
tion by encouraging worldly asceticism under the 
guidance of  a marabout [6]. The Mouride ethic is 
not as well-de! ned as that of  the Protestants and as 
such lends itself  to different interpretations within 
the brotherhood. Therefore, work often serves two 
roles for the Mouride, both as a means of  religious 
sancti! cation and as a sign of  spiritual obedience. 

Mouride work ethic developed out of  the synchro-
nism of  Wolof  and Su!  moral beliefs; Weber, how-
ever, argues that the Calvinist inability to earn salva-
tion due to predestination served to encourage its 
worldly asceticism. Therefore, Mouride work ethic 
did not, like the Calvinist, result from a sense of  
desperation but serves to embody a material and 
spiritual relationship between the talibé (disciple) 
and the marabout (spiritual teacher). Weber begins 
his premise by asserting that the Calvinist ethic 
resulted from a feeling of  “unprecedented inner 
loneliness of  the single individual” [7]. The belief  
that “some men [are] predestined unto everlasting 
life, and others foreordained to everlasting death,” 
[8] “placed the individual entirely on his own re-
sponsibility” [9]. To rid themselves of  this loneli-
ness, the Calvinist, who “rejected all signs of  reli-
gious ceremony” and “the effects of  magical and 
sacramental forces of  Salvation,” sought in work 
a means attain their “certitude salutis” [10]. The Cal-
vinist ethic forbade luxury with wealth deemed a 
symbol of  the Calvinist’s grace and as such, work 
and the acquisition of  wealth formed the center of  
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the individual’s life. 

The Mouride work ethic developed along a differ-
ent pattern. In the aftermath of  the destruction of  
Wolof  society, Amadou Bamba’s famous ordinance, 
“go and work” [11], appears as a practical approach 
to an historic situation.  And the marabouts ap-
proached it as such, taking men into collectives to 
work the ! elds in Senegal’s peanut basin, a source 
of  wealth for the community.  Philip Couty even ar-
gues further that the Mouride leaders found in the 
cultivation of  peanuts a way to sustain the puritan 
Islam of  the 17th century. These marabouts found in 
peanut cultivation a means to accumulate wealth and 
prominence within Senegalese society.  In Couty’s 
view, the Mouride work ethic developed from the 
marabout’s need to ! nd workers to cultivate their 
highly enriching peanut farms and he claims that 
“les mourides ont valorisé le travail…pour des rai-
sons de circonsance où la doctrine religieuse n’avait 
peut-être pas grand chose à voir” [12]. 

In fact, the Mouride founder, Amadou Bamba, 
made very few proclamations encouraging hard 
work, the majority of  his works focused on follow-
ing the pillars of  Islam and seeking God in isola-
tion. Bamba himself  lived the life of  ascetic, dedi-
cating his life to meditation and writing religious 
poems, and seems to encourage a life opposed to 
worldly activity.  When Bamba states that “work is 
a part of  religion” [13], it is because work provides 
the Mouride with the material wealth necessary to 
live a life of  meditation [14]. As Copans explains 
Bamba places a limit to asceticism by emphasizing 
the need to work, but it is momentary limit, because 

it should end once the Mouride can afford to live 
in asceticism. At times, when Bamba talked about 
work it was as a means often in line with Wolof  
belief  that hard work discouraged vice [15]. Where 
Bamba’s proclamations concerning work prove im-
portant are in the ways in which his followers in-
terpret his doctrines. Couty puts it succinctly when 
he states that “[la] doctrine est faite à la fois par le 
maître et par les élèves” [16].   

Like the Calvinist who sought in work a means to 
advert the uncertainty Calvin’s doctrines inspired, 
the Mourides have taken Bamba’s teachings to 
mean that a continuous life of  labor is the means 
of  glorifying God. For instance, a Mouride group, 
the B$y Fall, believe that “work and complete sub-
mission to a sheikh are suf! cient in themselves to 
guarantee accession to paradise” [17]. As a result, 
the B$y Fall substitute work for prayer and fasting. 
The Calvinists do not deem work a substitution for 
prayer but as a means of  praising God, because, as 
Weber explains, they believed that the ful! llment of  
worldly duties is under all circumstances the only 
way of  living acceptably to God” [18]. In fact, the 
Calvinists’ notion of  work as a means of  serving 
God derived from the concept of  calling. A calling 
is the “obligations placed on the individual by their 
position in the world” [19], the ful! llment of  which 
was the highest moral duty of  the Calvinist.  While 
the Calvinists glorify God individually, (sola ! de), the 
Mourides, like other Su!  orders stress the need for 
an intermediary between the talibé and God, (conseil-
la evangelica). The sheikh serves at the intermediary, 
and as such, the Mouride doctrine differs signi! -
cantly from the Calvinist’s because in fact, the only 
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work deemed to glorify God is that work done in 
the service of  a sheikh. 

The crux of  Mouride work ethic lies in the disciples’ 
interpretation of  Amadou Bamba’s ordinance that 
“it is not possible to reach heaven without the as-
sistance of  an intermediary” [20]. Bamba, in accor-
dance with Su!  tradition, stressed for his disciples 
the importance of  a spiritual guide. According to 
Bamba, he “who submitted to a shaikh, obeyed him, 
worked on his groundnut farm and gave generously 
will be certain of  paradise” [21].  The relationship 
between the marabout and his talibé proves signi! cant 
to the organization of  the Mouride order and serves 
as the principle foundation for its work ethic. What 
this means is that while work serves occasionally 
as a means of  worship, its principle function make 
tangible the talibé’s submission to his sheikh. 

The talibé’s submission to his sheikh is a normal 
Su!  practice, however, the Mourides have devel-
oped this relationship into a more comprehensive 
and categorical religious expression. Many of  the 
Mouride disciples originated from the lower class 
of  Wolof  society and as noted earlier, they sought 
in the brotherhood new forms of  socio-political al-
legiance. The talibé-marabout relationship developed 
based upon this pre-colonial patron-client relation-
ship which stresses the total subservience on the 
part of  the client. As Copans explains, the talibé’s 
allegiance to the marabout, while based in Su!  prac-
tice, in the Senegalese context also demonstrates 
“un transfert d’allégeances d’un register politique 
à un register religieux” [22]. Like the patron-client 
relationship, the talibé-marabout relationship allows 

for a measure of  choice; namely, the talibé chooses 
the marabout whom he wishes to serve. At the cer-
emony of  initiation, njebbel, the talibé promises his 
sheikh, “I submit my body and soul to you. I will do 
everything you order me, and abstain from anything 
you forbid me” [23]. This promise of  total submis-
sion is often described as making the talibé like “un 
cadaver entre les mains du laveur du morts” [24]. 
This total subordination enables smooth economic 
interactions between the Mourides and proves es-
pecially useful for organizing talibés into agricultural 
collectives, a point I will discuss later.

The personal relationship that emerges from this 
submission gains credence from the talibé’s be-
lief  that he will bene! t materially and spiritually 
from the sheikh and through him gain the bene! t 
of  Amadou Bamba’s grace. As Weber explains in 
Economy and Society, charisma is the quality of  the 
individual considered endowed with supernatural, 
superhuman, or exceptional powers [25]. The Mou-
ride talibés attribute magical powers to Bamba and to 
the Mouride marabouts.  The greater the marabout’s 
reputation as a magician, a schemer, and a ! xer, the 
greater his talibé following. Marabouts cultivate their 
reputation based on their personal ability, inher-
ited prestige, deference to Bamba’s charisma, and 
through their connections with the Mouride hier-
archy [26]. The sheikh’s connections with the Mou-
ride hierarchy composed of  members of  Amadou 
Bamba’s family, serves to reinforce the talibés recog-
nition of  Bamba’s urgings to serve ones sheikh. As 
spiritual guide, the marabout is considered “l‘ange-
gaurdien’ du talibé” [27]. It is up to the Mouride 
sheikh to instruct the talibé in Quranic verses and 
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law, yet in practice, few marabouts perform this task 
preferring instead to concentrate on their role as 
economic leader [28]. The marabouts own the farms 
on which the talibés work; in cities, they own they 
are presidents of  large cooperation; they are mon-
eylenders; and serve as social security for the com-
munities in which they govern. 

The nature of  Mouride work, therefore, is semi-
feudal, with exchange occurring as a series of  gifts 
and obligations instead of  an alienated impersonal 
experience. The mainstay of  Mouride economic 
organization is the daara. Originally an Islamic edu-
cational institution, the Mourides have transformed 
the daara into a purely economic organization. The 
young men that replaced the young children of  the 
educational daaras demonstrate their subservience 
to their sheikh by working long hours on his agricul-
tural ! elds.  These men are usually celibate, come 
into the daara at about sixteen, and leave when the 
sheikh deems their service complete. The men work 
harvesting cash crops, especially peanuts which is 
Senegal’s main export, for long hours and under 
austere conditions [29]. Through work, the talibés 
believe they combat vice, and in the Wolof  tradition, 
work serves as a means to prove their manhood [30]. 
The daara, under the direction of  the sheikh, serves 
as an institution for educating the men in deference 
and respect, what Malathi de Alwis terms the inter-
pellation or the embodiment of  their spiritual belief  
[31]. The men learn to make themselves always at 
the disposal of  the sheikh. The daara serves also as a 
place for Islamic socialization and some education, 
for instance, while working the men sing chants 
about the works and teachings of  Amadou Bamba 

and reiterate the need for their subjugation [32]. 
Upon leaving the daara, the talibé hopes to receive 
the certitude of  his salvation, therefore, at the end 
of  his service, the sheikh “thanks him [the talibé] for 
his service, blesses him and tells him that ‘God has 
granted what you sought’” [33]. Like the Calvinist, 
the talibé gets nothing immediately from his work 
except the certitude of  salvation. Yet this is only 
partly true, for although the talibé might not receive 
economic compensation immediately upon his re-
lease from the daara, the sheikh is always obliged to 
the talibé thereafter. 

The nature of  exchange therefore occurs as a set of  
obligations. The talibé submits himself  to the sheikh 
out of  obligation to Su!  doctrine. Although the tal-
ibé voluntarily agrees to work for his marabout, in 
fact, that work is a gift. As Marcel Mauss explains, 
in theory although the gifts are voluntary, the talibé 
freely agrees to work for the marabout, in fact, they 
are given and repaid under obligation because the 
“recipient is in a state of  dependence upon the do-
nor” [34]. Therefore, for the marabout to refuse the 
talibé a gift at in recognition of  his service is like 
“a refusal of  friendship and intercourse” [35]. To 
avoid such a situation, the marabout often gives the 
talibé land or money in compensation for his service 
and is forever obliged to help the talibé establish 
himself  economically. The concept of  obligations 
renders another dimension to the Mouride work 
ethic which is absent in that of  the Calvinists. 

This system of  obligations makes Mouride work 
a personal as opposed to an alienating experience. 
Although the marabout engages in the capitalist 
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economy, there exists an intimate relationship be-
tween the marabout and talibé that lacks the alien-
ation Karl Marx describes. While at the daara, the 
talibé is provided with temporary shelter, food, 
spiritual guidance, and claim to the brotherhood’s 
favors.  Similarly, while Marx argues against capital-
ism on the grounds that it is the “the assassination 
of  [the] people” [36], Weber explains that in the 
Calvinists case this impersonality was necessary for 
the acquisition of  surplus value, which eventually 
becomes a sign of  surplus virtue [37]. The notion 
of  surplus value and surplus virtue does not ex-
ist for the Mouride, largely because the economic 
relationship is semi-feudal. The employer and the 
employee enjoy a relationship of  interdependence 
while the marabout depends upon the talibé for their 
wealth and prestige and the talibé for economic con-
nections, land, and spiritual dependence. Because 
the labor is of  use-value there is no need for the 
products to assume a fantastic form” [38] and thus 
therefore the austere conditions of  the talibé’s work 
does not alienate him from labor for his marabout. 
In fact, the economic organization of  the brother-
hood serves to create a sense of  solidarity among 
Mouride members who always see ! t to send lavish 
gifts to their marabouts. 

Looking at Emile Durkheim’s de! nition of  a me-
chanical solidarity in the Division of  Labor in 
Society, one notes that the Mouride brotherhood 
maintains its coherence and work ethic due to its 
common consciousness. Durkheim describes the 
kind of  the relationship between the talibé and the 
marabout as a solidarity based on sentiment and ob-
ligations, and not on a contract.  As Durkheim ex-

plains, this type of  society is “composed of  beliefs 
and sentiments common to all the members of  the 
group. The talibé is obliged under Su!  teaching to 
submit himself  to his sheikh, who himself  might be 
dedicated to another sheikh and is free to retract his 
subjugation to the marabout whenever he feels the 
need.  Yet while under the marabout, the talibé, as 
mentioned, is encouraged to abandon his individu-
ality and follow the doctrine of  submission. There-
fore, the talibé’s motivation to work re# ects an indi-
vidual consciousness that “is simply a dependency 
of  the collective type” [39]. The collective belief  
in Amadou Bamba’s charisma serves to unify the 
group and make the process of  mutual economic 
exploitation justi! ed as religious practice.

Religion gains signi! cance from this process of  
mutual exploitation, in which work serves as the 
symbol. The marabout and the talibé work for each 
other and in so doing they follow the dictates of  
Su! sm as a means to venerate their God.  The fact 
that the Mourides use work as a means to express 
their belief  in and commitment to Amadou Bam-
ba’s interpretation of  Islam, should be understood 
in its own social and historical context; the transi-
tion from a political patron-client social relationship 
to a spiritual one. The Mouride work ethic, thus, 
demonstrates one aspect of  what Cheikh Tidiane 
Sy refers to as the “’wolo! sation’ de l’Islam” [40]. 
As such with the change in Wolof  and Senegalese 
society, new talibé allegiance has arisen to objectify 
the talibés submission. The modern era has given 
rise to the dahiras. Principally located in cities, da-
hiras are organizations that provide Mourides the 
means to show their subservience to their sheikhs 
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through gifts of  money and luxury items.  For 
the large groups of  Mourides in Europe and the 
United States, remittances serve to objectify their 
allegiance to the brotherhood and its doctrines. In 
these cases, work serves as an indirect means of  
objectifying faith; that is, the Mouride works to gain 
the money, which is then sent as a gift to his sheikh. 
Thus, the Mouride work ethic, while still alive, em-
bodies different kinds of  relationships between the 
talibé and his sheikh. The doctrine, therefore, is not 
as inert at that of  the Calvinist; rather it symbol-
izes the unique ways in which Africans attempt to 
adapt socially and economically to a rapidly chang-
ing world. 
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Public and the Private Self: An Ambiguous 
Demarcation of  the Soviet Individual

Joseph Ho

Introduction
From its very beginnings, the Soviet Union took 
upon itself  the important agenda of  constructing 
a “mass utopia” (Buck-Morss, 2000: ix) in order to 
establish a political arrangement that was seemingly 
superior to its precedents.  Loosely based on Marx-
ist ideologies, collectivism entered into every realm 
of  life and sought to encourage individual contri-
bution for the advancement of  living of  the society 
as a whole.  Such emphasis on collectivism poses an 
interesting question on self-identi! cation because 
the underlying assumption of  Soviet ideology is 
that “[w]ith the transition to communism everyone 
would voluntarily become submerged in the ‘all-
embracing social fabric of  the community’” (Siegel-
baum, 2006: 147).  With the deepening of  a totalitar-
ian society, ideology became one that was coupled 
with surveillance, control and coercion.  What are 
the implications on the individual’s mindset when 
the state assumes “individual ful! llment through 
participation within the group” (Siegelbaum, 2006: 
147)?  Many social theorists have built upon Jur-
gen Habermas’ concept of  “the public sphere” as 
“a realm of  our social life in which something ap-
proaching public opinion can be formed” (Haber-
mas, 1974: 49) and described the Soviet psyche as 
one that struggled between the public and the pri-
vate.  This, therefore, creates a very marked distinc-
tion between the public and the private self.

This paper will ! rst examine the construction of  
the Soviet man under the rubric of  Homo Sovieticus 
and its implications on the realities of  Soviet life.  
It will then look at the instruments that the state 
employed in forging Soviet ideology and in exert-
ing control; in particular, it will focus on the appa-
ratus of  fear.  Subsequently, the paper will explore 
the notions of  privacy under Soviet rule and how 
citizens created spheres where they could operate 
without surveillance.  Lastly, it will consider wheth-
er a split mentality exists among Soviet citizens by 
juxtaposing the ideas of  public and private spheres.  
In doing so, this paper will argue that demarcation 
between the public and private self  of  Soviet indi-
viduals is grossly oversimpli! ed and that the strug-
gle between the two spheres creates much ambigu-
ity in the self-identi! cation of  Soviet individuals.

Constructing a Soviet Man: Homo Sovieticus
In order to understand the implications of  the So-
viet control over the individual, one must examine 
carefully the state’s effort in creating standards of  
behavior that would ultimately in# uence both the 
public life and the private life of  Soviet individu-
als.  Vladimir Shlapentokh describes such standards 
as being “hammered into the brains of  the So-
viet people by the gigantic ideological apparatus”, 
namely the construction of  a perfect Soviet citizen 
(Shlapentokh, 1989: 18).  Here, we examine this im-
age and its appropriation onto the population.

The Soviet agenda is unique in the sense that it not 
only sought to transform a society, but it also aimed 
to “produc[e] a new type of  man” (Heller, 1988: 
20).  This new man under the Soviet system was 
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labelled as the Homo Sovieticus, juxtaposed with the 
Homo sapiens.  As Heller points out, “[t]he persis-
tent assertion that these two types of  men are fun-
damentally different is an important characteristic 
of  the Soviet system.” (Heller, 1988: 20)  Although 
such a classi! cation seemed to build on a rather 
static criterion of  “social origin” (Heller, 1988: 20) 
from a proletariat family, what distinguished the So-
viet system was that the idea of  Homo Sovieticus also 
carried the strong notion of  the capability to remake 
a person.  The state held ! rm the belief  that the 
Homo Sovieticus was characterized by traits that 
could be implicated into the population as a whole.  
An excerpt from the introduction, titled “Homo sovi-
eticus”, in The Soviet People reveals such an idea,

“The ! rst and most important quality of  a Soviet man 
is his total commitment to Communist ideas and his de-
votion to the Party ... Whether or not he is a member 
of  the CPSU, his Party-mindedness manifests itself  in 
his entire world outlook, his clear vision of  the Ideal, to 
which he is sel# essly devoted ... We are pondering over 
a dif! cult task – how to characterize the New Man. ... 
Words are not enough, for this human being cannot be 
made to ! t into mere formulae. But we do have some-
thing to say about what sort of  man Homo Sovieticus is ... 
he is, ! rst of  all, a Man of  Labor ... he regards work as 
the most important thing of  his life. ... he is also a man 
of  the Collective ... a man in! nitely loyal to his socialist 
multinational fatherland ...” (Sovetskie lyudi, p.4-5 quoted 
from Heller, 1988: 24-45)

Shlapentokh parallels with this argument as he de-
scribes an “ideal Soviet individual” who follows a 
standardized set of  behavior in the economic, po-
litical, international and private sphere of  “Soviet 
life” (Shlapentokh, 1989: 19).  The economic sphere 
is characterized by the “collectivist moral” in which 

one places national interest above personal interest; 
the political sphere is de! nied by active participa-
tion and the immediate rejection and denunciation 
of  anything that contradicts Soviet principles; the 
international sphere is demonstrated by a strong 
sentiment of  patriotism towards the Soviet Union; 
the private sphere is marked by one’s “communist 
morality” in interacting with fellow comrades and 
family. (Shlapentokh, 1989: 19).  Hence, such an 
image of  the individual is attained when one “com-
pletely identi! es himself  or herself  with Soviet 
society and the current political regime and always 
regards social interests as much more important 
than individual ones” (Shlapentokh, 1989: 18-19).  
While social origins are de! ned by birth, the state 
provided room for one to become an ideal citizen 
by compliance with these standards.

Arguably, the existence of  gulags also substantiated 
the Soviet agenda of  remaking its citizens in accor-
dance to its ideals.  Those who were identi! ed as 
“deviant” from standard behaviors were subjected 
to prosecution by the state and subsequently sent 
to Gulags, or concentration labor camps.  In par-
ticular, “[d]uring the Great Purges of  1937-38, an 
individual who was ‘unmasked’ as an enemy of  the 
people was likely to be imprisoned, sent to Gulag, 
or even executed.” (Fitzpatrick, 1999: 93)  In cases 
when a person was sent to Gulag, one was expected 
to “reform” oneself  in order to be able to comply 
to Soviet standards once one returned to the soci-
ety; yet, many did not survive to return.

It is useful to note here, however, the realities of  
the image of  an “ideal Soviet individual” among the 
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population.  It would be foolish to assume that the 
entirety of  the population closely adhered to the 
Soviet standards in all spheres of  their lives.  In fact, 
the “political elite knows the limit of  the demands it 
can make even with those who are most devoted to 
the actual system” (Shlapentokh, 1989: 23).  Hence, 
the image of  “the good or genuine Soviet individ-
ual” is considered as the “realistic model” for the 
Soviet population, and the “ideal Soviet citizen” is 
taken up as “mythical” in nature, and simply one to 
be aspired (Shlapentokh, 1989: 23).  This new im-
age allows room for personal interest on the basis 
that it does not con# ict with the collective interest.  
What is most striking, however, is that the state al-
lowed a certain degree of  disbelief  towards the So-
viet ideology in this “good Soviet citizen”,

“Of  course, Soviet leaders would be delighted with the 
individual who can sincerely change his or her mind with 
each new regime and new turn in politics.  But since 
Stalin’s time they have given up the hope of  having as 
a practical model a Soviet individual who follows com-
mands not only in deeds but also in thoughts.  Today the 
Soviet elite, realistically assessing its potential to control 
the mentality of  even its best citizens, does not make 
any demands in this area.” (Shlapentokh, 1989: 31)

Shlapentokh, here, points out a degree of  tolerance 
towards a “dual thinking” (Shlapentokh, 1989: 32) 
as long as the individual remains controllable at 
least in deeds under the Soviet rule.  In discussing 
different types of  Soviet mentality, Nikolai Popov 
provides a similar narration.  Popov categorizes 
“political thinking within the Soviet mass culture” 
into ! ve main groups namely the true believers, the 
collectivists, the silent conformists, the cynics and 
the critics (Popov, 1995: 40-48).  Broadly speaking, 

true believers and collectivists could be construed 
as “ideal Soviet citizens”.  Silent conformists, on the 
other hand, exempli! es the kind of  “dual thinking” 
that Shlapentokh mentions.  These conformists

“had learned well that this system does not forgive any 
deviation in political behavior or life style.  Because they 
lived in constant fear, they had developed a stable habit 
of  noninterference in politics, a kind of  tacit yet fearful 
support of  the system ... Many of  them were hiding a 
deep enmity of  the system, but a deeply rooted fear was 
preventing them from an active opposition against the 
system.” (Popov, 1995: 44)

Popov points out that up to 40 percent of  the pop-
ulation could arguably be classi! ed as silent con-
formists (Popov, 1995: 44).  

Thus, one can see that a marked discrepancy ex-
isted between the state ideology and the reality 
among individuals.  While this demonstrated that 
a majority of  Soviet citizens operated between two 
spheres (conforming to Soviet standards in deeds 
but negating Soviet principles at heart), it will take 
further examination to understand their interaction 
with the two spheres.

The Apparatus of  Fear
There is no doubt that the Soviet Union set upon 
its people standards of  behavior under the rubric 
of  Homo Sovieticus.  Yet, the complication of  an in-
dividual’s mentality comes from the way that the 
state propagated its ideologies.  In particular, the 
Soviet state utilized the instrument of  fear in order 
to dictate the behavior of  Soviet people since  “the 
need to induce fear as a tool for working on human 
beings and as an effective means of  reeducation 
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was understood and stressed by the leaders of  the 
Revolution, above all by Lenin himself  in the very 
! rst days after he took power.” (Heller, 1988: 91)  
The understanding of  how the Soviet Union cre-
ated an atmosphere of  fear that controlled people 
is essential because as Gustav Le Bon discovered, 
“mass panic and crowd behavior considerably in-
crease, complicates, and transforms an individual’s 
confused behavior” (Heller, 1988: 92).  This will be 
an important tool for us to use for the study of  the 
complexity of  the Soviet individual’s mentality.

There are countless ways in which the Soviet gov-
ernment instilled fear among the population.  Hell-
er points out “terror” and “repression” on a mass 
scale as the most powerful means in creating “a 
state of  tension” (Heller, 1989: 97).  As a means of  
terror, the “Chekha”, “the instrument of  on-the-
spot punishment” as a new type of  police force was 
established under Lenin in order to “combat ene-
mies and educate people by means of  fear” (Heller, 
1989: 92-93).  Because of  the nature of  the Soviet 
regime as a dictatorship, Lenin argues that the in-
stitution of  the Chekha was essential for the exis-
tence of  the working people, and that “[t]he courts 
must not abolish terror; to promise that would be 
self-deception or just deception; they must provide 
grounds for it and legalize it in principle, clearly, 
without any hypocrisy or embellishment.” (Heller, 
1989: 97)  On the other hand, repressive measures 
such as “arrests, executions and concentration 
camps” were used to “inspire” fear (Heller, 1989: 
98).  These were particularly effective instruments 
of  fear because they allowed the authority to create 
restrictions that were de! ned by the state at will.  

The arbitrariness of  these restrictions created an 
atmosphere of  unpredictability that inculcated fear 
among the population.  In fact, one could also argue 
that the state’s ability to de! ne basic needs of  the 
population and the concept of  time at will made 
fear even stronger in the Soviet society (Verdery, 
1996) as there were no constants to depend on at 
all.  At the same time, some have drawn fear from 
the sense of  moral obligation towards Soviet lead-
ers, rendering everyone “guilty” in front of  Stalin.  
Thus, one can see that fear was instilled among the 
population through all facets of  the society.

Fear created a highly complex mentality among the 
Soviet individuals.  To say that one freely oscillated 
between a public self  that conformed with the So-
viet standards and a private self  that developed en-
imity towards the system is a gross simpli! cation.  
Under the instrument of  fear, one’s interaction be-
tween the two selves is described as a struggle and 
an irreconcilable contradiction in the psychology 
of  an individual.  In Czeslaw Milosz’s The Captive 
Mind, he describes one whose “chief  characteristic 
is his fear of  thinking for himself ” (Milosz, 1981: 
11).  Throughout the ! rst chapter of  “The Pill of  
Murti-Bing”, he struggles with the decision of  swal-
lowing the Murti-Bing pills which would make him 
“impervious to any metaphysical concerns” and 
“[become] serene and happy” (Milosz, 1981: 4-5).  
His dilemma comes from his conscious self  which 
is reluctant to conform with the environment, and 
the prospect of  serenity in conforming in which he 
would lose his own will.  On the other hand, Boris 
Yampolsky, in his “Confessions of  a Soviet Writer”, 
speaks of  the fear that a writer experiences,
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“And all the time, all my life there was the fear of  ev-
ery spoken and unspoken word; every rumor, every in-
vention – invention about you from who knew where, 
who knew why and to what end – the slander, the li-
bel, sooner or later it reached you and wounded you.  It 
would all collect, it would all become concentrated and 
condensed in the general opinion about you and begin 
to dominate, to rule your life ... Meanwhile, you began to 
fear unexpected telegrams, letters addressed in an unfa-
miliar hand, calls and summonses from other cities, and 
all the time you wanted to lie low.” (GLAS, 2004: 97)

Thus, from these two examples, one could see the 
extent to which fear entered into the consciousness 
of  the individual, and created a far more complex 
mentality than a simple choice between the public 
and the private self.

Notion of  Privacy and “Masking”
What this paper has examined thus far may be broad-
ly considered as what Elemer Hankiss described as 
“second society” (Hankiss, 1988) in which people 
share a similar inner resistance towards the system 
and “[become] secretive themselves, by opposing 
deception to deception, by protecting themselves 
against lies by lying, by warding off  empty rheto-
ric by empty rhetoric” in an attempt to set itself  
against the state’s trying “to see and control every 
individual member of  the society”.  (Hankiss, 1988: 
23)  Here, the paper will look at the notion of  pri-
vacy and the act of  “masking” brie# y under the So-
viet system.

Susan Reid in her article “The Meaning of  Home: 
‘The Only Bit of  the World You Can Have to Your-

self ” quotes Wright Miller, a British observer of  
Soviet life, saying that “during the worst years many 
spoke of  family life as the ‘only bit of  the world you 
can have to yourself ’”. (Siegelbaum, 2006: 145)  Yet, 
even with this “private sphere”, Soviet rule sought 
control and denied its “sanctity and seclusion” (Sei-
gelbaum, 2006: 145).  As mentioned before, privacy 
is described as a “meaningless choice” because an 
“ideal Soviet citizen” would choose collective par-
ticipation over private life (Seigelbaum, 2006: 145).  
Thus, the relationship between private and public 
spheres became even more contentious.  

The act of  “masking”, which describes one who 
tries to conceal his past, demonstrates this conten-
tious relationship even further.  Although the So-
viet notion of  Homo Sovieticus gave possibility of  
the “remaking” of  a Soviet man theoretically, many 
who did not come from the “right” social origins 
sought to hide their pasts that could potentially be 
taken out for denunciation.  Fitzpatrick points out 
that “[c]oncealment was a normal condition of  So-
viet life” and that “many people had to live a dou-
ble life” by “‘invent[ing]’ a public self  and a ‘real’ 
private self ’ (Fitzpatrick, 1999: 132).  Often, one 
may become “impostures” in order to “‘deceive 
the party’ as to one’s true social or political face, 
to hide one’s true identity from the authorities and 
claim a false one” (Fitzpatrick, 2005: 19).  Nonethe-
less, in these cases, the instrument of  fear acts even 
more strongly on these “impostures” as the pun-
ishment if  one is “unmasked” (to be revealed of  
true identity) is extremely severe.  Insofar privacy 
is encroached upon and concealment is ubiquitous 
under the Soviet system, one can perceive the psy-
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chological stress of  an individual.

A Split Mentality?
The paper has examined, by no means exhaustive, 
different facets in which Soviet rule has attempted 
to exert control over the individual and how the 
individual responded by setting up a “private self ” 
against the “public self ”.  Furthermore, the appa-
ratus of  fear created much complexity in the psy-
chology of  an individual as they sought to situate 
themselves between the two spheres.  Yet, can one 
de! ne the two spheres in such a sharp dichotomy?  
As one can see, life under the Soviet system was 
not simply an interchange between the private and 
the public self, but was dependent upon “the actor’s 
ability to ‘become’ the character he plays”. (Fitzpat-
rick, 2005: 13)  Those who are able to take on this 
role seamlessly may perhaps experience what Mi-
losz describes after taking the Murti-Bing pill, “[h]is 
face expresses the peaceful sadness of  one who has 
tasted the fruit from the Tree of  Knowledge of  
Good and Evil, of  one who knows he lies and who 
feels compassion for those who have been spared 
full knowledge” (Milosz, 1981: 20).   Yet, more of-
ten one will not be able to “rid themselves com-
pletely of  their former personalities” and become 
“schizophrenics”. (Milosz, 1981: 5)  Perhaps, here, 
Fitzpatrick’s quote gives us an accurate description 
of  what Soviet life is like,

“It is probably no mere historical accident that the word 
person, in its ! rst meaning, is a mask.  It is rather a 
recognition of  the fact that everyone is always and ev-
erywhere, more or less consciously, playing a role ... It 
is in these roles that we know each other; it is in these 
roles that we know ourselves.  In a sense, and in so far as 

this mask represents the conception we have formed of  
ourselves – the roles we are striving to live up to – this 
mask is our truer self, the self  we would like to be.  In 
the end, our conception of  our role becomes second 
nature and an integral part of  our personality.” (Fitzpat-
rick, 2005: 12)

Instead of  considering the private as one set di-
chotomously against the public, one can say that 
“there was a ubiquitous self-embedding or inter-
weaving of  these categories” (Yurchak, 2006: 7).  
More accurately, perhaps one may consider “the 
construction of  the self  [as] a work in progress ... 
obliterarting the distinction bewteen the public and 
the private”. (Siegelbaum, 2006: 13).  Therefore, 
the idea of  a “split mentality” may describe the su-
per! cial level of  the interchange between the two 
spheres, but it is insuf! cient in accounting for the 
degree of  internalization, ambiguity and complex-
ity in the psychology of  the Soviet individual.

Conclusion
The paper has demonstrated that the image of  the 
“good Soviet citizen” existed among the Soviet 
population in response to the state’s propaganda 
of  the “ideal Soviet citizen”.  This “good Soviet 
citizen”, while conforming to Soviet standards in 
daily life, might have developed an inner antipa-
thy towards the Soviet system.  Inability to react 
to the system created a sense of  indifference.  Yet, 
when subjected to fear by the state’s use of  terror 
or repression, this political apathy became further 
complicated by the need to internalize Soviet ide-
als, hence one engaged in an “identity” play.  The 
ambiguity in self-identi! cation holds a certain de-
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gree of  signi! cance particularly in the post-Soviet 
era.  As Fitzpatrick quotes the words of  an elderly 
Russian women in the 1990s, “I feel as if  I have 
lived someone else’s life” (Fitzpatrick, 2005: 303).  
The implications of  such a study are, therefore, far-
reaching as the state faces those who are at lost in 
this new age as the post-soviet societies no longer 
require them to put on masks that they have long 
internalized.
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Senior Honors Theses in Anthropology 2007

The culmination of  undergraduate research opportunities is the senior honors thesis. This year, all four theses were based on 
original ! eldwork: in Bosnia, the Baltimore arts community, Malaysia and Mississippi, mainly carried out during the summer 
of  2006 and then written up over the students’ senior year 2006-7. They are substantial works, up to seventy or more pages, 
four or ! ve chapters, combining theoretical and conceptual critique with empirical analysis. To have three ways to present them 
to our intellectual community: as full texts, available to read in the department of! ce; as seminar presentations to the whole 
department at the end of  the spring semester; and here, in Argot. This is the ! rst year that the theses can be presented in the 
undergraduate research journal. After much discussion of  options, each student sent an abstract of  the whole thesis and a favor-
ite excerpt from the text, whether an example of  empirical analysis or a segment of  the theoretical argument. What follows are 
their own choices, from the impressive texts they wrote.
Jane I. Guyer Ph.D.
Director of  Undergraduate Studies

 
Matthew Can! eld
 “Trauma and the Law: Rethinking Transitional Justice for Bosnia”
Abstract
The duty of  law to deliver justice after mass-atrocity shakes the very foundations upon which jurisprudence was built. In effort 
to create a sense of  justice after these events, the law must meaningfully deal with the wide-scale psychic trauma that often results 
from the violence. In this dissertation I examine a speci! c set of  developments in the entry of  the trauma discourse into the 
space of  law in the aftermath of  genocide as a response to the burgeoning consciousness of  psychosocial issues after mass-atroc-
ity. While the power of  memory within the construction of  nation-state is deeply implicated, few have focused speci! cally on the 
role of  trauma within institutions (such as the law) and state-building. I argue that due to the proliferation and recognition of  
war-trauma, the law has appropriated the use of  the psychosocial concept of  trauma both implicitly and explicitly. Yet I contend 
that there is an inherent tension between the law as a technical apparatus and the law as a vehicle for recognizing suffering and 
reconstituting the state. Fieldwork in the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia offers a case of  the explicit 
use of  trauma within the law source to re" ect on the place of  law within the resumption of  life after violence. 

Excerpt from the Introduction
 Mass-atrocities have taken place throughout history and across the world. The repetitive and patterned nature of  
mass-atrocity earned a new legal appellation by the mid-Twentieth Century – genocide, de! ned by the United Nations as “acts 
committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group.” In the 1951 Genocide 
Convention, the UN af! rmed that those responsible for such acts “shall be tried by a competent tribunal of  the States in the 
territory of  which the act was committed or by such international penal tribunal as may have jurisdiction” (ibid). The juridical 



reference of  the new term shifted the register from visceral titles such as ‘mass-murder’ to the idea of  justicable crime outside the 
jurisdiction of  the nation-state.  As the world collectively gave name to these acts, they gave judicial recognition to the idea that 
some crimes are extraordinary and also established a legal precedent of  responding to these acts through a speci! c juridical ap-
proach. Law became the globally sanctioned and prescribed approach for responding to societies in the aftermath of  genocide.  
 The attempt to bring what is recognized as exceptional behavior within the framework of  juridical reasoning has posed 
a dilemma since the Holocaust – the ! rst time that the world sought to prosecute individuals for crimes committed by a sovereign 
state. The inherent problems with applying the model of  criminal justice to the milieu of  collective violence were apparent in the 
Nuremberg Trials. Yet because the international community had little experience with international criminal trials prior to the 
Holocaust, they could not rely on precedents that are at the heart of  judicial reasoning. While the Nuremberg Trials established 
entirely new praxes in terms of  jurisdiction, they also raise important philosophical questions about law in the face of  atrocity. 
Hannah Arendt argues that the environment of  collective violence completely alters social norms and patterns (Arendt 1994). 
She contends that in situations of  genocide, evil becomes embodied in the everyday and normative structures of  human behavior.  
This new milieu, famously termed the “banality of  evil,” displaces the moral system in which the legal domain typically operates. 
Arendt-scholar Shoshana Felman articulates Arendt’s dilemma with international criminal justice.  

How can the banality of  evil be addressed in legal terms and by legal means? On what new legal grounds can law mete out the 
utmost punishment precisely to banality or to the lack of  mens rea? How can the absence of  mens rea in the execution of  a 
genocide become it self  the highest - and not just the newest - crime against humanity? (Felman 2001: 205)

Arendt challenges not only jurists, but also scholars of  all disciplines to rethink the ways in which the praxes of  criminal tri-
als could be adapted to the context of  collective violence. The oppositional dispositions between the law, which was created with 
certain standards of  rationality inherently attached, and the crimes of  genocide, which are horri! c and incomprehensible in their 
very existence, challenge the law to provide an appropriate response. The primary question is: how can the technical structures 
of  law make reference to the victims’ suffering? Is law epistemologically suited to prosecute such monumental crimes? 
 The discipline of  law was constructed to uphold objectivity and neutrality. In an effort to remain impartial, the archi-
tects of  ‘Western’ law created complex structures that could cover every aspect of  judicial decision-making so that jurists who 
practiced law would be blind to difference. The law, therefore, has developed complex codes and statutes that regulate every aspect 
of  its interface with its clients; the testimony of  a witness is entered as evidence – reduced to legal facts.  The language of  the ev-
eryday is translated into a legal lexicon so that jurists may consolidate legal facts as if  into a judicial rubric. Legal decisions are 
supposed to be based only on law, not compassion or the feelings of  jurists.   While it is often justice that is depicted as blind, it 
is in fact the law which is blind to the reality that lies outside its narrow purview. It is the moral obligation of  justice to serve 
not only the needs of  the law, the lifeless set of  rules for whom legal decisions make no difference, but to serve the needs of  those 
whom it governs. It is the promise of  justice to ensure that the law not only makes reference to itself, but to the everyday world. 
 The onus of  law to deliver justice engenders friction between the law’s duty to remain objective, to adhere to the idea of  
truth within well-de! ned protocols, and the intensely communal, even visceral desires for justice.  At its foundation, law serves as 



a determinable framework for societies to order their actions. Mark Osiel, echoing Emile Durkheim, asserts that law serves as 
a “formal expression” for the collective conscience (Osiel 1997: 24). Though law is designed to deliver justice to a community, 
solely implementing the law does not by itself  result in a sense of  justice within the collective. Thus, while society may be able to 
formally express the law, justice remains illusive, forged through the interminable pursuit to realize its meaning. Jacques Der-
rida attempts to dichotomize the concepts of  law and justice more precisely. He writes, 
Law (droit) is not justice. Law is the element of  calculation, and it is just that there be law, but justice is incalculable, it re-
quires us to calculate with the incalculable; and aporetic experiences are the experiences, as improbable as they are necessary, of  
justice, that is to say of  moments in which the decision between just and unjust is never insured by rule (Derrida 1990: 947).

Derrida aims to demonstrate that while law (or jurisprudence) may be formalized to achieve certain legal ends, justice remains 
incalculable and unde! nable. For Derrida, ‘justice’ is the force behind law, that which institutes its authority. He refers to 
Blaise Pascal’s Pensées, to articulate the way in which justice applies not as a domain unto itself, but as a “mystical” force. 

Force without justice is tyrannical. Justice without force is contradictory, as there are always the wicked; force without justice is 
accused of  wrong. And so it is necessarily to put justice and force together and for this, to make sure that what is just is strong 
or what is strong be just (Derrida 1990: 937).

Accepting this framework for viewing the law, justice becomes the moral imperative that requires law to make reference to the 
world through which it was created. Indeed, Derrida refers to justice as  “deconstructive” – the force that requires us to exam-
ine the law, to deconstruct it to ensure that it meets its philosophical aspirations. By deconstruction, Derrida explained, “…
deconstruction is simply what happens. It is not simply the theoretical analyses of  concepts, the speculative desedimentation of  a 
conceptual tradition of  semantics. It is something which does something, which tries to do something, to intervene and welcome 
what happens” (Derrida 1999: 279). For Derrida, justice requires that scholars re-examine the law to understand its various 
applications. It is justice that is the agent by which law constantly negotiates itself  to give meaning to the lives of  individuals in 
everyday life.
 This task is one uniquely suited for the discipline of  anthropology, which can facilitate between our understanding of  
the formal structures of  law and local conceptions of  justice. Richard Wilson advocates that the task of  anthropology is “to 
study the interconnectedness and interaction of  legal processes operating on different levels. This might include a study of  how 
human rights law frames and shapes localized normative orders and how they in turn resist and appropriate transnational law” 
(Wilson 1996: 13). Accessing individuals’ understandings of  justice while situating them within the international plane of  law 
is but one capability of  anthropology. It is also able to reveal how, in turn, the international structures of  jurisprudence evolve 
in order to meet demands from multiple parties. Anthropology may then be positioned to facilitate the constant exchange between 
the law and its originary community.
 Glifford Geertz once wrote, law “is a distinct manner of  imagining the real. It is one of  the most signi! cant ways 
in which people try to make sense of  their world. Legal thought is constitutive of  social realities rather than merely re" ective 



of  them, and it proceeds through relating general concepts to speci! c cases” (Geertz 1983: 173). Geertz’s insight is important 
to the process of  post-con" ict justice. Through the international community, the law operates as an outside restorative force: 
an ordering mechanism that opposes the chaos of  violence. Yet as it embeds itself  within the local, it is reinterpreted. It is this 
discourse between the law and the community it serves that is the criterion for the success of  post-con" ict justice.
 Law operates in a state of  constant polarity between meeting the needs of  objectivity and rendering signi! cance to the 
community to which it serves as a collective consciousness. There is a ! ne line between serving the originary community and serv-
ing justice. Hannah Arendt, who offers criticism of  the Eichmann trial argues that in effort to truly cater to the needs of  the 
Jewish people, the trial served vengeance, not justice (Arendt 1994).

With such rhetoric the prosecution gave substance to the chief  argument against the trial, that it was established not in order to 
satisfy the demands of  justice but to still the victims’ desire for and perhaps, right to vengeance. Criminal proceedings, since they 
are mandatory and thus initiated even if  the victim would prefer to forgive and forget, rest on laws whose ‘essence’ – to quote 
Telford Taylor, writing in the New York Times Magazine – ‘is that a crime is not only committed against a victim but primar-
ily against the community whose law is violated.’ The wrongdoer is brought to justice because his act has disturbed and gravely 
endangered the community a whole, and not because as in civil suits, damage has been done to individuals who are entitled to 
reparation. The reparation effected in criminal cases is of  an altogether different nature; it is the body politic itself  that stands 
in need for being ‘repaired,’ and it is the general public order that has been thrown out of  gear and must be restored, as it were. 
It is, in other words, the law, not the plaintiff, that must prevail (Arendt 1963: 261).

This oppositional nexus of  law and justice is negotiated through ! rst, the locales of  jurisprudence, the technical foundations that 
govern the mechanics of  law; second, the courtroom, the physical space in which law is given multiple textures and meanings for 
the law’s clients; and ! nally, the survivors, for whom the law seeks to endow a sense of  justice. Arendt and Felman argue this 
process is necessitated by western civilization; law and justice must displace the call for vengeance though, surely, others might 
question whether this continues the idea of  ‘western civilization’ as a moral face while obscuring colonial and other forms of  
violence committed as western civilizing missions.
 In this dissertation I will examine a speci! c set of  developments – the entry of  the trauma discourse into the space of  
law in the aftermath of  genocide as a response to the burgeoning consciousness of  psychosocial issues after mass-atrocity. While 
the power of  memory within the construction of  nation-state is deeply implicated, few have focused speci! cally on the role of  
trauma within institutions (such as the law) and state-building. I argue that due to the proliferation and recognition of  war-
trauma, the law has appropriated the use of  the psychosocial concept of  trauma both implicitly and explicitly. Yet I contend 
that there is an inherent tension between the law as a technical apparatus and the law as a vehicle for recognizing suffering and 
reconstituting the state. 
While psychological knowledge has held a legally admissible status because of  its root within the medico-scienti! c domain , the 
importation and cognizance of  trauma as a speci! c psychological category has deeply altered the ways in which the law seeks to 
interact with its clients.  The incorporation of  the psychological domain into the very foundations of  the jurisprudence and in the 



space of  the courtroom both aid in translating the emotions of  survivors to the impenetrable stoicism of  jurisprudence and, in 
turn, engendering meaning for survivors who participate in legal proceedings.
The incorporation of  trauma into the consciousness of  law produces questions regarding both how the law restructures itself  
to meaningfully address mass-violence and also the effects of  this new consciousness on the inhabitants of  the state, those who 
continue to suffer as a result of  the violence.  Ultimately, the assimilation of  trauma into international law presents the law as 
an institution that has begun to reach beyond its limits into a territory that was previously unchartered. In effect, law has shown 
an increasing interest in becoming an agent of  social reconstruction after periods of  mass violence.
 In Chapter 1, I will analyze how the philosophical framework of  the law is challenged by the contingencies of  geno-
cide. I explore the way in which psychology was ! rst introduced into jurisprudence to locate the role of  trauma within the tension 
between law and justice. I hope, therefore, to show the way in which law is restructured in the convergence between legal and ev-
eryday meaning. In Chapter 2, I will examine how trauma has been incorporated into the actual jurisprudence of  the Interna-
tional Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia. I argue that the ICTY has become a new paradigm in transitional justice 
through the assimilation of  trauma into its jurisprudence. I also discuss how this alters the ultimate conception of  justice both 
for individuals and collectives after mass violence. In Chapter 3, I locate the community in what I call the trauma-law nexus. I 
also review some of  the current literature on trauma and the law, speci! cally Shoshana Felman’s The Juridical Unconscious, to 
examine the effect of  the explicit use of  trauma within the law. I ! nally offer a critique of  this paradigm with ! eldwork that I 
conducted in Spring 2006 in Bosnia and Herzegovina .  I conclude this dissertation with a few ! nal re" ections on the current 
situation in Bosnia and the place of  law within the resumption of  life after violence. 

Rachel Day
“The Voices of  Visionary Art at AVAM”

Abstract
I conducted my ! eldwork for my senior thesis at American Visionary Art Museum in Baltimore, Maryland.  This paper 
discusses a particular framework of  the visionary art world that involves three voices: the authority ! gure, the artist, and the 
museum.  Chapter one shows how authority ! gures locate the visionary artist within a tradition based on established art history.  
Chapter two, on the other hand, describes how the visionary artist locates himself  as an individual not in relation to a tradition, 
but rather, in relation to a unique path of  creative development.  Chapter three demonstrates the museum’s attempt to mediate 
between these two views by displaying the non-traditional visionary artist as part of  a human tradition of  creativity.  However, 
if  the museum begins to recognize creativity in everyone, then the museum can no longer exist as a display of  certain art clas-



si! cations or traditions.  All art becomes part of  the same tradition: creativity.  I end by asking:  Is AVAM on the cutting 
edge of  museums by displaying visionary art and recognizing the creative potential in everybody, or is AVAM at the end of  a 
trend of  art museum exhibition and mediation?  I hope that this paper will express the tensions among the various voices that 
contribute to this ambiguous location of  visionary art within the larger art and museum ! elds.

Excerpt from Chapter 2: Artists, Psychology and Creativity
The Interviews

I interviewed a third artist, Bob Benson, on two separate occasions.  First, I learned his name through discussions with staff  
at AVAM.  I emailed him with some questions, to which he happily responded.  In his response he invited me to his home for 
a more detailed interview, so I accepted his invitation and conducted a second interview at his home.  Benson does not have any 
of  his work in the “Home and Beast” exhibit, but he is the creator of  one of  AVAM’s permanent pieces, the mirrored tree.  
This tree is located along the sidewalk outside the museum’s main building.  Benson covered it with what he calls “" ashies”—
“simple strands of  double-sided small mirrors, sometimes colorfully decorated, and attached to a ! lament at intervals” (www.
shinyhappythings.com/" ashies.htm).  These " ashies re" ect sunlight and cause the tree to sparkle, shine, and " ash.  He makes 
many similar creations in the yard at his home.  An excerpt from our original email correspondence is below:

Rachel:  Have you always considered your work to be “art”, or more speci! cally, “visionary art”?         
Benson:  I consider myself  to be sort of  a craftsman rather than an “artist” per se.  I enjoy making and designing things from 
glass and mirrors, and I’m glad that people seem to enjoy them.  It does take a lot of  time and patience to put these things 
together.
Rachel: When and why did you start creating these pieces?
Benson:  I started this about 3 years ago when I saw a simple mirror yard decoration at a friend’s home, and decided I would 
elaborate on the concept, which I have done in spades.  I work most days on new creations and get a great sense of  accomplish-
ment from doing it.  People seem to like it, and I’ve given many workshops showing people how to work with glass and mir-
rors; it really isn’t dif! cult at all when you know the basics.  I’m doing “visionary art” in mirrors and glass because it brings 
me great satisfaction; I’ve always been interested in crafts, but I am not a painter or a sculptor.  I keep making new and more 
elaborate things from mirrors and glass. 

In this ! rst conversation, I learned that Benson does not classify himself  as an artist.  He refers to himself  as a craftsman, 
because his work is a kind of  happy that ! lls his time, and it is an enjoyable process for him.  Again, as in the case of  Nancy 
Josephson, the comments suggest that the process of  development, not the product, is the most important aspect of  developing 
creativity.  This theory is also exempli! ed in Benson’s last comment about making new things from mirrors and glass; he discov-
ers and learns during the process of  development and creation with mirrors and glass.  He works with the same medium, but he 
is continually ! nding new techniques for creating crafts with that medium.  



 After our email correspondence, I met Benson at his home and had a lengthy conversation with him about his art.  He 
described his path of  artistic development as follows:
 
I’ve always been interested in crafts.  I used to make plant mobiles [ceramic pots ! lled with plants and hanging from a piece of  
driftwood].  I hooked two rugs, because I had a back problem and couldn’t stand up to work.  So, I sat and hooked rugs.  I 
focus on mirrors now.

This comment shows Benson’s variability within the art ! eld during his creative development.  It seems, though, that by the end 
of  his developmental stage, he had decided to pursue an interest in mirrors.  Mirrors became his domain of  work, but he has 
demonstrated variability even within this speci! c domain.  He explains:
 
I started my work with mirrors with small " ashies, then I expanded incredibly.  I decorate trees for personal pleasure, and 
all the neighbors love it.  I decorated trees in my yard ! rst, before AVAM’s tree.  AVAM’s tree was originally dying when 
I began, but Rebecca [Hoffberger] wanted me to decorate it anyway.  The tree died this past summer.  I found a landscaping 
company to dig up the old tree and plant a new tree.  Now I am making things for the new tree, which will be placed on a wire 
frame around the tree so as not to harm the tree.  I’ll always keep changing and adding thing on the new AVAM tree.  It will 
never be ! nished.  I just created mirror garland for the ! rst time.  I string it on trees like garland.  It’s like miniature " ashies.    

This information demonstrates Benson’s variability and creative development within his domain of  mirror art.  While he 
started with the simple design of  " ashies, he continues to expand upon this to make new mirror designs in forms other than 
" ashies.  Actually, on his website, www.shinyhappythings.com, he lists several types of  mirror creations including " ashies, 
mirrorages, oscilla, jewelry, mirror creatures, and re" ectables.  The mirror garland is so new that it is not yet featured on his 
website.  Benson’s comments also demonstrate that the process of  creation has taught him new techniques.  For example, the old 
tree that he decorated at AVAM died, so he had to ! nd a new one.  In order to ensure minimal impact on the new tree’s health 
by his art, he designed a wire frame to surround the tree so that the mirror creations would not be hung directly from the tree.  
Another aspect of  his creative development is shown by his collaboration with others.  Benson has been collaborating with his 
neighbor, Richard Ames, to make new creations.
 
My neighbor Richard Ames works with metal.  He made the frame for the Christmas tree [that Benson covered with mirror 
creations and placed in his yard].  My neighbor helped me with the pond under Icarus and the tree at AVAM, too.

Benson’s transition from working in his yard to working on pieces to be displayed at AVAM marks the beginning of  his work 
that stems from constraints.  When creating pieces for AVAM, staff  at the museum provided him with certain constraints 
around which he had to ! nd creative solutions.  He had to ful! ll the goals of  the museum by ! nding creative ways to produce 
the artistic creation that the museum desired. 



 The museum [AVAM] called me about two years ago and asked to buy something for their tree.  I thought they were 
joking.  I hadn’t planned to sell my work.  Then my friend told Rebecca Hoffberger she had to stop by my house.  She loved my 
work; she really likes mirrors.  She asked me to decorate the entire tree at AVAM.  Later, Rebecca told me that she wanted a 
re" ecting pond for below Icarus.
        In these examples, Hoffberger told him what to make as the ! nal product, but the details of  the creation were left open 
for Benson to design.  I asked Benson how he continues to create new works with the same medium.  He responded with:
 You just have to ! nd a way to keep creating and you do it.  Like the " amingo legs [which he shows me on a work-in-
progress]; I was having trouble.  I [eventually learned to] use wire.  I painted it black.  You keep ! nding new things to do, new 
crafts.  There’s no message.  I like to make beautiful things that people can look at, make the world a more beautiful place.
      While he started his work for personal pleasure, he now does it not only for himself, but also for the enjoyment of  others.  
He ! nds new ways to use the same old materials to make a beautiful environment for himself  and others.  His interest in mir-
rors has not changed, but his techniques and his goals have altered slightly since he began working on " ashies by himself  in the 
privacy of  his yard.  Now, he makes many types of  mirror creations in collaboration with his metal-working neighbor, and they 
display their work at a museum for the enjoyment of  others.  These changes demonstrate his path of  creative development. 
 In the narratives of  these three visionary artists, one can see that the artists have actively worked to develop their 
particular art.  Each artist went through a period of  exploration in which he or she developed speci! c artistic interests.  These 
interests de! ne the domains within which each artist further developed a particular skill or style.  The skills and styles of  the 
artists, then, arise and continue to grow from the visions of  the artists; to continue creating within the same domain, each artist 
cultivates a sense of  newness or uniqueness for the vision underlying each work.  One can locate theories about such processes of  
artistic exploration and development within the broader psychological framework of  creativity that I describe in the next section 
of  this chapter.        
…
 Overall, this chapter includes three different views of  creativity: those of  the professional psychologist, the artist, and 
the museum director or exhibit curator.  Psychologists use “creativity” as an analytic word; it is a word that represents an area 
of  research.  For the visionary artist, the term “creativity” is a vernacular word; it is part of  the vocabulary by which the artist 
is de! ned as such, an “artist”.  Furthermore, the visionary artists do not use the term “creative” or “creativity” self-referentially 
during our interviews.  Rather, they use the term “create” when describing the process of  artistic development.  For example, 
Nancy Josephson states, “I have always created since I was young.”  Later in the interview, she does use the word “creative”, 
but not in reference to herself; she explains that “everyone has artistic, creative potential”, according to AVAM.  Similarly, 
Bob Benson uses “creation” in an objective sense, such that he domesticates this cultural word for the particular purpose of  
referring to his works, which he does not necessarily want to label as “art”.  Actually, Benson uses “creation” in the noun form 
and “create” in various verb forms several times.  He states that he works on “new creations”, he recently “created mirror gar-
land for the ! rst time”, and he ! nds “a way to keep creating”.  In such usage, “creation” is much more open-ended than “art”, 
and “create” or “creating” or “created” is used in such a way that it implies a process of  development.  The artists thus show 
in their language that the process of  artistic and creative development is not spontaneous; the process of  development takes much 



time and effort.  
The view of  the curator or museum director, on the other hand, does not stress the developmental aspect of  creativity.  For 
example, Benson explains that Rebecca Hoffberger told him what to make for her museum, because she wanted a mirrored tree 
and a re" ecting pond.  In this case, she is directing the creative development by placing constraints on the product.  Also, she as-
sumes that the creative interest of  Benson lies in mirrors; she does not consider that he has worked with other mediums and that 
his work with mirrors is the result of  a long developmental process.  She has seen his work with mirrors, so she wants him to 
continue working with mirrors for her museum.  The ways in which the museum directs the construction of  exhibits will be dis-
cussed in more detail in the next chapter.  The chapter will include a description of  AVAM, details about two of  its exhibits, 
and a discussion about the history of  museums and AVAM’s place within this history.

From the Epilog
Many of  the tensions within visionary art surfaced during AVAM’s press preview of  its “Home and Beast” exhibition …. 
As I listened to Cornish discuss his art and his home, the ambiguous location of  AVAM began to enter my mind; I considered 
that AVAM could be a cutting edge museum or a harbinger of  the end of  the museum as mediator.  If  the museum begins 
to classify artists not within an art tradition, but within a creative tradition available to everyone, then how will the museum 
choose which works to display?  If  everybody is creative, then everybody’s work should be displayed.  However, it is impossible 
for any one museum to contain work from all humans, but if  it only contains work from some people, it is inherently classifying 
creativity so that some is museum-worthy and some is not.  This then breaks down the goal of  recognizing creativity in every-
body.
Thus, by the end of  the press preview, I had heard the authority ! gures speak, I had seen the exhibition in the museum, and 
I had listened to artists discuss their work.  I was able to distinguish among these three perspectives of  visionary art, and I ob-
served the mediating role of  the museum.  Additionally, I discovered that the mediation of  the museum might not be an integral 
part of  the framework of  visionary art.  While AVAM is a forward-looking museum, its innovative identi! cation with both 
non-traditional artists and creative tradition ambiguously locates the museum either at the end of  a line or at the beginning of  a 
new one with its own distinct energies and challenges. 

 
Nabiha Syed 
“Current Debates about Marriage Law in Islamic Malaysia”

Abstract
Malaysia, for many, is envisioned as the ideal Muslim state for its order, success, and adherence to Islamic values. It does not 
confront the news with eruptions of  violence, nor does it inspire concerns of  instability, as do other Muslim nations. Questions 
regarding exactly how this ideal state is attained thus are of  utmost importance: whose Islam is used to govern the state? How 



is the ideal society envisioned in Islam? Of  particular interest to me is the ongoing polygamy debate in Malaysia, which I argue 
should not be seen as a rights-oriented struggle of  women’s rights within Islamic family law. Instead, the polygamy debate should 
be seen as revealing a series of  fractures in Malaysian society in the aftermath of  the Islamic Revivalist movement and the New 
Economic Plan. These fractures interact to fashion the polygamy debate as a proxy debate on what is the most just and equi-
table construction of  society. Through an analysis of  newspaper articles from Utusan and New Straits Times, recent develop-
ments in Malaysian Islamic Family Law, and ! eldwork with the legal activist group Sisters in Islam, I explore the formation 
of  these discussions of  Islam in the public sphere. 
Excerpt from Chapter 3
Discussion until this point has focused on the Malay shifting worldview as a result of  the New Economic Plan and Islamic 
Revivalist movement, both inscribing new relationships between men and women as traditional boundaries are increasingly 
destabilized. As established earlier, law is an integral, constructive element within culture.    Destabilization of  cultural mean-
ings requires that one examine the law to see how it bounds, de! nes, and constructs these dynamic meanings. Merry argues 
that courts are the site of  the formation of  social meanings, while the media re" ect and produce them as well.   Islamic courts 
are particularly noteworthy in creating social meaning, as they are central to government claims to authenticity, legitimacy, 
and authority.  As Peletz notes, Muslim governments “frequently point to the Islamic courts and the values enshrined in their 
proceedings to represent and further the interests of  their Muslim constituencies.”  Both law and formal legal proceedings con-
stitute “discourses, events, and processes which are powerful, power-laden, and subject to context and controversy.”   Controversy 
regarding court-related developments can spark heated debate between creators and framers of  the law and those who formally 
protest against it, such as feminist organizations like Sisters in Islam. In this context, the media may become an alternative site 
of  addressing and shaping social norms.

Both New Straits Times and Utusan, popular English-language newspapers, began including polygamy as a major feature of  
debate almost weekly in their respective publications. In doing so, they were the sites of  public outrage, support, and debate as 
the burgeoning polygamy debate unfolded in the past ! ve years. I will look at both of  these dailies and examine a selection of  
conversations to understand how the debate has evolved, what points are salient to every side, and how each approach to polyga-
my entails a particular appeal to what each considers to be the most socially just organization of  society. 

Early Perspectives
 Prior to 2001, articles in both NST and Utusan only occasionally mentioned the issue of  polygamy, with few articles 
dedicated to its explicit discussion. The articles which were presented, however, explicitly painted polygamy as a social peculiarity 
while simultaneously presenting the viewpoints of  those who endorsed the arrangement. The New Straits Times’ “Polygamous 
Way to Expand Empire” is an ideal example of  this approach.  
 Jocelyn Tan’s depiction of  the Rufaqa Corporation, a business which purportedly “stresses values over pro! ts,” is pre-
sented as a bizarre site in which polygamy is promoted as an ideal way of  living. Tan describes the Corporation as absurdly ha-
rem-like, noting that women were “running everywhere” under the auspices of  “the lord and master”. The women are described 



as being “surprisingly” highly educated, with all claiming that the structure of  the corporation ensures that “all business units 
have women’s input [because] there’s no discrimination….we can do anything as long as we follow the Syariah.”   References to 
the arrangement as religiously dictated in the eyes of  the participants are prevalent throughout the article, with one wife stating 
that she became interested in the arrangement after learning more about her religion and subsequently wishing to “practice Islam 
totally.” Tan takes particular care to carefully elaborate upon the religious justi! cation for this form of  marriage:

“When asked why, she says ‘I have accepted willingly because the Holy Prophet practiced polygamy. There is also bene! t for 
women because the work is now divided into two. Everything we do, including polygamy is for the love of  Allah. We have to 
accept only then will Allah love you and everyone in this world will also love you. The principal of  the school says we are all 
learning to reach the stage where nothing matters except Allah. So if  you love your husband too much that can also be bad. 
The husband is a gift from God. Whatever you do for your husband is this world is for the hereafter, to get the love of  Allah.”
  
Earlier, the article puts a special emphasis on both the education level of  those involved, and how these very women champion 
the situation as particularly women-friendly. Tan does not mask her incredulity at the juxtaposition of  those opinions with the 
supposed ‘realities’ of  the situation, interjecting her thoughts in parentheses throughout the article: 

“I silently concluded that she must be a living saint to have remained so sweet-natured in such a complicated living arrange-
ment.”
“I think my jaw must have dropped at this point.” [upon hearing that the marriage was a love marriage]
“Aside from this, I must stress that [she] is one who is extremely likeable and intelligent.” [after hearing one wife explain her 
support for the arrangement]

Furthermore, Tan depicts the objections held by the parents of  the wives in the article, stating that parents “strongly disap-
proved” of  polygamy and “refused point blank because [she] deserved better”.  She concludes the article with other perspectives 
on the Rufaqa Corporation: businessmen are quoted as saying that the institution is merely “a cult” and that mixing polygamy 
with business is a way “to bind these [well-educated women] to your group, that way it’s hard for them to escape. Notice how 
they are very selective, going only for well-educated women.”  
As an introduction to the debate, this article outlines more emotional understandings of  polygamy rather than the more 
rationalized explanations to follow in later articles. Tan openly expresses shock at the suggestion that this arrangement could 
potentially be construed as healthy: she hints at brainwashing, and in slipping in a comparison to a cult, she leaves the article 
on a negative note. Perceptions of  polygamy at the time, re" ected through articles in Utusan and NST, re" ect this sentiment of  
polygamy as a social abnormality undoubtedly to the detriment of  women. Moreover, Tan’s article expresses a certain curiosity 
about Islam’s role in legitimizing and even promoting this role for women, but this apprehension does not translate into outright 
criticism of  the religious basis for the practice.  Importantly, however, the article still presented certain justi! cations of  polygamy 
as potentially positive, introducing them albeit cautiously to the general public. The social signi! cance of  this article, however, 



lies in the fact that it openly critiques and even mocks the institution of  polygamy, showing it as somehow beyond the norms ac-
cepted by the society and dismissing the justi! cations put forth. 

 
Xiao-bo Yuan
“Religion, Discourse, and Public Intervention: Faith-Based Organizations in
 Post-Katrina Mississippi”

Abstract
In the aftermath of  Hurricane Katrina, the widespread intervention of  faith-based volunteer organizations on the Gulf  Coast 
has raised important questions about the roles of  religious actors in situations of  emergency and, more generally, in the Ameri-
can public sphere. My thesis focuses on several Christian organizations operating in Mississippi communities, and explores the 
various ways in which forms of  uniquely Christian practice and action—such as prayer and the telling of  miracle stories—en-
ter into such spaces of  crisis in the perceived absence of  adequate state intervention. I suggest that the proliferation of  miracu-
lous narratives in the everyday activity of  Christian groups points toward a signi! cant enterprise in the Christian community: 
the production and exchange of  stories that allow Christians to " uidly and creatively bridge the gap between Biblical text and 
their experience of  everyday life.  

Excerpt from Chapter 2, “The Miraculous Narrative”
There are several prevalent categories of  miraculous narratives that I observed among the volunteers. One of  them, as I had 
addressed above, concerns the miraculous nature of  the material and economic world. Other important forms include the nar-
ratives of  suffering tempered by a divine intervention, and these stories move often involve hurricane victims. Finally, another 
major genre of  miraculous narratives is the story of  personal salvation facilitated in some way by exposure to and participation 
in charitable acts. Like other genres of  narratives, the constructedness of  these stories is important to understanding their con-
tent. In this section, I undertake a detailed narrative analysis, loosely employing the narrative structure explicated by William 
Labov.   
The following narrative is a transcription of  an interview with Phillip Holland, a long-term volunteer at God’s Katrina 
Kitchen who worked on construction as well as taking occasional stints in the charity kitchen. Holland’s story is signi! cant 
not so much for its particularities, but for the very fact that its construction typi! es a frequently-exchanged genre of  volunteers’ 
narratives — the story of  the birth of  a renewed Christian subjectivity that is facilitated by miraculous occurrences. In this 
narrative, the central theme is that of  an individual ! nding Jesus Christ, in this case through a series of  divinely-sanctioned 
occurrences, unfolding sequentially, that lead the narrator to his current position at a volunteer kitchen in coastal Mississippi. 



The narrative’s speci! cities take on signi! cance only insofar as they lead, irrevocably, to that fundamental change in the teller’s 
subjectivity, the narrative’s foregone conclusion — the event of  the birth of  his Christian self. 
Out of  all the various “salvation stories” I heard during my ! eldwork, I have singled out Holland’s narrative because, in many 
essential ways, it is representative of  the kind of  salvation story that circulates widely in the Christian discourse on providing 
aid to Katrina victims. In such a story, not only does the act of  providing help produce a more faithful subject, but the very ma-
terial circumstances that make the individual’s particular intervention possible are seen to participate in shaping the volunteer’s 
soul. Such narratives are intensely and unabashedly personal; like Holland’s, they may be vividly, almost peculiarly, speci! c 
in their attention to the details of  dates and the placement of  objects or persons. Yet simultaneously, the narrative is open to 
generalization and to assimilation into generic forms, and itself  incorporates many different voices that could be seen as generic 
reproductions of  widely recognizable discursive styles. The very constructedness of  this curious hybrid of  confession and recita-
tion, which makes itself  so available to circulation, is what I would like to examine in the transcript below. 

Transcript:

 
Xiao-bo: How did you get down here? 

1 Phil:  I worked as a stockbroker for the last ! fteen years
2 managed over $40 million for my clients
3 was making a six ! gure income
4 and I had everything, all the toys that came with it
5 but inside there was a growing turmoil for the past three years 
6 It had steadily been growing and growing
7 and I couldn’t understand why
8 It was coming to a point of  desperation in my life
where prior to leaving, for about a year and a half  
9 there hadn’t been a week that went
by 
without me considering ending my own life
10 Back in October 10th I packed up a knapsack and left
11 I didn’t tell anyone I was leaving
12 didn’t tell my boss or my family 
 that I was leaving
13 I just walked away from my life



14 I had a 2005 Dodge Derango, limited edition, 
15 and I hopped in that 
16 and drove to Boston, 
17 left the keys in it 
18 and abandoned the vehicle, 
19 walked away from it
20 got on a bus to Cincinnati
21 and uh, got off  
22 and or yeah, went to Boston, then Cincinnati on the bus
23 when I got off  the bus
24 I started hitchhiking
25 didn’t know where I was going to go
26 what I was going to do
27 This being October I ! gured 
I’d head south or southwest
28 I really didn’t know where
29 On my fourth drive—
30 see every time I stuck my thumb out as a hitchhiker
 within ! ve minutes I had a
ride
31 it was an amazing journey from the 
start
32 on the fourth drive I got picked up in Nashville, Tennessee
 by a man named David Mudd
who’s the guy that asked Greg to come down here
33 and start this kitchen and cook for people
34 he was on his way down here to bring supplies
35 he pulled over and he said, “I don’t normally stop for strangers, but God asked me to stop.”
36 I just said, “Whatever.”
37 At that point it didn’t matter to me
38 He said, “Where you going?”
39 I said, “I have no idea. Where you going?”
40 and he told me what they were doing down here
41 I just knew this is where I had to be
42 I came down with here,



43 got here October 12
44 within about two weeks of  being down here my life started to change
45 I could see God working
in everything they were doing here
46 at that point I decided to call my 
family
47 and tell them it was alright
48 they had no idea
49 had the police looking for me
50 they thought I might’ve been dead on the side of  the road
51 I called them to let them know
52 that my life was turning around
53 I still didn’t tell them where I was at
because I didn’t want them ! nding me
54 it was how I left it
55 they were praying for me
because all of  my family have a religious background
56 my stepfather is a deacon in the Baptist Church
57 one of  my younger brothers is heavy into youth ministry at his church back home
58 so they were all praying
59 they had all their friends praying for
 me
60 and God answered their prayers
61 on Dec. 4, I accepted Jesus as my savior and as my Lord
62 I’m forty-one years old
63 and I’ve decided my life to the Lord
64 I plan on doing mission work for the rest of  my life
 

The narrative begins with an orientation (l. 1-9) in what one might think of  as a secular voice. Holland constructs an image 
of  the archetypal 21st-century upper-middle-class, educated professional, typically mired in materiality—he appears dismissive, 
for instance, when he describes the luxury objects he once owned as “toys.” The beginning of  the narrative is interesting for its 
attempts to frame the speaker’s old life as near-cliché; Holland as a wealthy stockbroker epitomizes a very recognizable sub-
ject, and the narration consciously emphasizes this generic nature by taking on the voice of  corporate culture with phrases like 
“managed over $40 million for my clients” and “six-! gure income.” 



The intrusions of  this generic voice, I suspect, are not merely accidental or occurrences on the level of  unconscious parroting of  
familiar phrases: they are employed not only to describe a certain kind of  subject, but to impress upon the listener a certain kind 
of  social milieu, from which Holland now suggests that he has acquired considerable distance. Thus, the orientation undertaken 
in the ! rst several lines works to evoke the distance between the speaking, reformed Holland and his former self  — a distance 
that is great enough for him to describe his past self  in generic terms. Around line 5, the orientation shifts from describing a 
particular social subject to a psychological subject, marked by the “but” that signals a new condition that underlay the veneer of  
the “six-! gure income” stockbroker. There is a de! nite evaluative quality to this orientation—Holland is not only describing 
the setting and context of  his story, but he is judging himself, and his prior social world and the negative effects it had on his 
psyche. 
The orientation could also be said to continue in line 14, when Holland is very speci! c about the kind of  luxury vehicle he had 
(“2005 Dodge Derango, limited edition”), echoing a phrase that could be taken directly from a car advertisement. What is par-
ticularly signi! cant is that these orientating elements—the mixed voices of  the generically corporate and commercial—occur in 
a narrative that very much takes on a Christian “salvation story” framework. The narrative seems to consciously perpetrate a 
contrast between the secular/material/legal world and the world of  the born-again Christian; yet the narrator himself  continu-
ously participates in voices that evoke both. These insertions of  generic, very much recognizable phrases occur repeatedly through-
out the narrative. Another example would be line 18, in which Holland uses the phrase “abandoned the vehicle,” which is very 
much reminiscent of  the of! cial language of  police reports. His speci! city in using exact dates, and in repeatedly recalling the 
time of  year in which these events took place, also suggests the linearity of  a type of  institutionalized “reporting.” 
The complicating action (l. 10-45) also shows a ! xation with tracking temporal progress—that is, with following the forward-
moving march from Holland’s religious lack to his Christian rebirth—that reinforces the ! nality and the inevitability of  the 
narration’s resolution. The month and date is evoked several times (l. 10, 43, 61), as well as the season. The speaker also 
emphasizes that it was on the “fourth drive” during his time hitchhiking that he met David Mudd, who was the catalyst for 
his move to Mississippi and his conversion to Christianity. These sharp recollections of  dates, times, and durations add up to 
a narrative of  a personal transformation that is rooted not in the exercise of  individual agency—as in, for instance, choosing 
to take up religious practice like the rest of  his family—but in the passage of  time itself, during which it is suggested that God 
works on the individual (in this case, through the coincidences, or minor miracles, that led Holland to Mississippi). 
The most important agential action being described in this narrative is not Holland’s choice to abandon his previous life; rather, 
the action lies in the recognition—the Labovian evaluation—of  the signi! cances of  the complicating action, because it is in 
this recognition that Holland af! rms his conversion to faith. Thus, in this narrative, evaluation comes to the forefront. Evalu-
ative statements like the aside in lines 30-31 af! rm a sense of  divine agency; the recollection that Mudd speci! cally said that 
God asked him to pick Holland up (l. 35) also further intensi! es this point. It is Holland’s evaluation of  these moments in 
hindsight that contribute a sense that this is a deeply religious narrative, and that the occurrences being recounted were divinely 
inspired. 
One could pinpoint two possible resolutions in the narrative: the ! rst occurring in line 44, when Holland states that his “life 
started to change” and that he began to “see God in everything they were doing” at the charity kitchen in Mississippi; and the 



second in line 61, at which point he accepts Jesus Christ as his “savior” and “lord.” The claim in the lines between those two 
points that his family’s prayers had a direct impact on his transformation seems to function as a kind of  bridge between these 
two resolutions—the implication that a divine force acting on this particular subject could change him into the subject who has 
accepted Christ. While the ! rst resolution seems to resonate in a personal way—“my life began to change,” “my life was turn-
ing around”—the conclusion that Holland comes upon in line 61 has been repeated and heard many, many times before. It is a 
generic form; it is not, that is, a statement in his own words, but rather an assimilation of  this speci! c story into the form of  a 
salvation narrative that by its nature is incomplete without the resolution in line 61. The few lines after this resolution returns 
again to Holland and his aspirations for the future, but at the moment of  the insertion of  that most recognizable Christian 
voice (“I accept Jesus as my lord and savior”), Holland’s narrative was indistinguishable from the larger genre of  salvation 
narratives—ones that are heard often in not only religious but popular culture, on television and in movies, that signify in a 
most recognizable way the religious transformation of  a once-sinful subject. 
For some scholars of  Christianity, there is a tendency of  think of  conversion as a moment in which the Christian mode of  
thinking, living, and speaking overtakes, with a certain subjugating force, a subject’s “unsaved” identity. As Susan Hard-
ing suggests in her study of  fundamentalist Christianity, conversion is “a process of  acquiring a speci! c religious language or 
dialect” that results in a partial erasure or overriding of  a previous self. The converted subject learns to think and speak of  
himself  as an altered person. Harding writes, 

The process starts when an unsaved listener begins to appropriate in his or her inner speech the saved speaker’s language and its 
attendant view of  the world. The speaker’s language, now in the listener’s voice, converts the listener’s mind into a contested ter-
rain, a divided self. At the moment of  salvation, which may come quickly and easily, or much later after great inward turmoil, 
the listener becomes a speaker. The Christian tongue locks into some kind of  central, controlling, dominant place; it has gone 
beyond the point of  inhabiting the listener’s mind to occupy the listener’s identity.   

Harding importantly points out that “conversion transfers narrative authority—the Holy Spirit—to the newly faithful as well 
as the wherewithal to narrative one’s life in Christian terms.”  But also fundamental to the conversion narrative is that an 
individual’s choices of  narrative detail—his or her role in actively authoring the story from a range of  possible narrative forms 
and speech genres, not limited to those that are explicitly Christianized—frame the very way in which they experience their 
conversion. 
 While I do not dispute that acquiring a new language is indispensable to the salvation experience, my observations 
of  Holland’s and others’ salvation narrative might challenge the strength of  Harding’s assertion that the “Christian tongue” 
occupies a “central, controlling, dominant place” that makes the “unsaved” identity completely unviable. Certain institutions—
such as the local church, the regional or national denomination, or the faith-based organization itself—may promote stories that 
hew especially closely to recognizable stories of  Christ’s works; one can imagine also that there are certain popular rubrics by 
which one accepts or does not accept a miracle story to be true. But what quali! es a narrative to be the story of  a miracle lies in 
its very narrative structure; the individual storyteller authors the miracle by telling of  its beginning, middle, and end, and can 



con! rm to or struggle against the norms regulating the construction of  certain narrative genres. 
In Holland’s case, the dominant voice of  Christian conversion stories certainly enters his narrative, yet simultaneously he gives 
voice to the tongues of  the corporate and commercial world of  which he was once part, the voice of  the police and the state, and 
most importantly, to his own particular manner of  interpreting time, space, and a changing selfhood. Therefore, because narra-
tive production may struggle against the constraints of  genre, it may also be " exible. 
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