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On the Cookie Cutter Concept of Research 
 

Ágnes Zsófia Kovács 
University of Szeged, Hungary 

 
This volume has come into being as the result of three Endorsing Excellence workshops at the 
Institute of English and American Studies, Szeged, between 2023 and 2025, as well as a mini 
course in Endorsing Excellence in Spring 2026, and the fledgling cooperation between the 
American Studies MA programs of the University of the West, Timişoara, Romania, and the 
University of Szeged. 
 
Endorsing Excellence is Thomas Williams’ brainy translation for the Hungarian institution of 
“Tudományos Diákkör.” Endorsing excellence is known in Hungary in its abbreviated form, 
TDK. TDK has an elaborate system for producing and assessing academic papers at any level 
of the BA-MA continuum. It is Hungary’s premier academic talent development framework. 
Spanning a rich 70-year history, it acts as a voluntary, extracurricular self-education program 
where university students conduct independent research under the mentorship of faculty experts 
and present their findings (OTDK 2025). In other words, it is a national technology of 
knowledge production for students of Hungarian institutions of higher education. 
 
TDK operates through a structured, two-stage process that prepares students for academic and 
professional excellence. First, it runs on the local institutional level. Students typically write 
and submit an extensive independent research paper on a topic of their choice beyond the 
standard curriculum. They then present their findings orally to an academic jury at their home 
university and receive precise feedback. Second, it runs on the national level. Successful 
institutional papers are nominated to advance to the national round of Endorsing Excellence, 
abbreviated as OTDK (Makai 2017). Taking place in April of every odd year, it is the largest 
and most prestigious scientific event for undergraduates in Hungary, featuring thousands of 
entries across 16 main scientific and artistic sections. 
 
At the Institute of English and American Studies of the University of Szeged, students are 
regularly offered mini courses that help them prepare for both local-level TDK and national-
level OTDK workshops. Usually, there is one course in linguistics and another in 
literature/culture. Topics of the mini courses cover general milestones of Academic writing: 
usually, the course starts with the problems of locating an academically relevant problem and 
formulating research questions. Next, the courses proceed with practicing argumentative skills, 
then they investigate matters of collecting and referring to secondary sources properly and 
ethically. Eventually, basic presentation skills are also explained and practiced. Students 
usually feel that participation in a mini course greatly enhances their performance at local and 
national workshops. 
 
After the OTDK of 2025, there was enough material to produce an edited volume of essays 
based on TDK and OTDK essays that have been handed in at the IEAS Szeged over the previous 
three years. So, the volume you are reading includes work by local students who took part in 
OTDK in 2025 and papers by students who presented their essays in the local TDK round in 
2026. Two more essays by MA students come from the academic cooperation between the 
American Studies Institute of the University of the West, Timişoara, and the Department of 
American Studies at the University of Szeged. In addition, papers by supervisors enrich the 
selection, making it possible to pinpoint thematic and methodological intersections among 
students and their teachers, and across BA, MA, and PhD-level projects. As cooperations cut 
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across institutions, you can also see the similarities of academic methodology in a transnational 
American Studies context. 
 
Is there such a thing as the perfect example for good research and a cookie cutter method for 
producing it? I am afraid that you will not find an explicit answer to this question in this volume. 
Instead, you are invited to think about this whilst you are browsing the book and studying 
individual essays at random. You can consider these essays as examples of good or excellent 
Endorsing Excellence practice. However, you may still ask whether there are any practical 
instructions on how to produce a good paper. To address this question on efficient Endorsing 
Excellence practice, let me include the summary of my earlier reflections of Endorsing 
Excellence project methodology from an earlier TDK volume (Kovács 2013) for further 
reference. These aspects come from the age before AI and help us comprehend the complexity 
of the research process that makes it difficult to simulate a creative Humanities research project 
by LLMs. 
 
It would be nice to copy out the recipe of an excellent research paper in two paragraphs for 
everyone to use. Yet there seems to be more to this recipe than a list of ingredients and a list of 
instructions for blending them. This recipe in question should be more like Harry Potter’s 
Potions book in Snape’s class: when Harry works very hard to follow the instructions of his 
brand new Potions book, he usually fails to achieve anything, but he gets very good at Potions 
when he finds a well-fingered old book with extra comments jotted over the official recipe. The 
additional advice makes all the difference. Let us say, then, that this recipe here is somewhat 
dog-eared and marked: it is both an official recipe for aspects to consider when you write an 
essay on literature, but it is also a note with additional advice, with a checklist of questions to 
consider before writing.  
 
A research paper in cultural studies has three indispensable ingredients: a text, a problem, and 
a method. I guess it is no surprise that I list the “text,” the reason for the inclusion of the obvious 
is that for a BA or MA or Endorsing Excellence research paper, you need a very specific, limited 
body of primary materials to work with. In other words, you cannot include twelve books of 
the same author to analyze or six books from different authors to compare: that is simply too 
much. You need one or two novels or dramas or a handful of films at most to produce an 
analysis in which you can argue for a specific reading. The second ingredient, the “problem” is 
equally basic but perhaps more problematic: how to determine what the research question of 
the paper will be. The problem, very simply, should be a question of interest for you as a person. 
Also, it should be formulated as a question: preferably a wh-question starting with “why” or 
“how” with reference to your primary text. 
 
However, this grammatical question can only be thought of and formulated if you already have 
a view of the secondary literature on the text and on the problem you have chosen. Reading the 
reception, a cluster of secondary texts about your topic helps you understand how you want to 
explain or approach your problem. You can hear the voices of the critics as they take part in a 
discussion about the text, and you are invited to join this discussion by taking sides with or by 
arguing with some of these voices. At this point, a third ingredient, perhaps not so obvious as 
the former two, is required: you need to think of your method, of the way you approach the 
problem you are writing about. This approach will also be the reason why you can accept the 
opinion of some critics you have read but argue with others. 
 
Just to simplify the abstract explanation above, let me give you an example. As happens, you 
have taken a course on nineteenth-century American women writers, and you liked Edith 
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Wharton’s The House of Mirth, possibly because you have seen the film version, too. You are 
personally interested in the story of the heroine, Lily Bart, and you ask yourself why this 
charming woman, of all others, was exorcised socially and had to commit suicide at the end of 
the story. In other words, you are interested in the social dynamics of the NYC elite class at the 
turn of the century. How can you formulate your problem in more delicate terms? 
 
You look at some articles on the subject and notice that different scholars describe the social 
dynamics you are interested in differently, as if correcting each other’s views all the time. There 
is one who describes the duality of NYC social life in the book: old social values and habits as 
opposed to new ones Lily Bart is not able or unwilling to acquire. Another shows that Lily’s 
unwillingness to change her code of behavior is connected to her lonely struggle for 
independence in a male-dominated US social world. Another critic joins in to say that the 
customs and habits of Lily’s set can be described and explained ethnographically. Finally, a 
woman discusses Lily’s behavior from the perspective of racial relations in the book. Lily 
affirms her own racial identity when she rather commits suicide than marry a Jewish man, 
Rosedale, but at the same time, she loses the very position in the name of which she has snubbed 
him. As you become interested in this racial aspect of social dynamics, you decide to analyze 
racial relations in the book, and this perspective will be your approach, in other words, your 
methodology. Your research project has come into being at the intersection of text, reception, 
and method. 
 
The structure of your research paper should bear the mark of the three aspects looked at so far: 
your text, your problem and its reception, and your method. The first structural ingredient is an 
explanation about your general interest, the formulation of your problem in the guise of the 
research question; this will be your introduction. After this, the second most important aspect 
to look through is the reception of the problem at hand, indicating how the diverse secondary 
readings relate to each other and which ones you like most. This choice will inevitably lead you 
to the third component to explain: your approach to the problem, your position from which you 
see the problem. The second and third components, reception and method, make up your 
theoretical background. Then, at long last, you can start your actual analysis of your text, a 
focused study of a given problem from a specific perspective in one or two texts. Finally, you 
can formulate the answer to your research question in your conclusion. You can follow this 
methodology by discussing your problem in smaller sections, then each section has the above 
structure. This is more common in the case of longer papers, though. In a longer paper, you can 
write a string of chapters arranged this way, linking them in a separate general introduction and 
conclusion. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

“The Sun was a strange little child” – Celestial Bodies in African Cultural Cognition 
 

Csenge Aradi 
Institute of English and American Studies, University of Szeged 

 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.14232/peas.2026.1.1 

 
Abstract: This study examines the role of celestial bodies in a selected corpus of Sub-Saharan 
African creation myths and etiological narratives within the framework of cultural and cognitive 
linguistics. It argues that these narratives reflect underlying patterns of collective cultural 
cognition grounded in Ubuntu philosophy. Through the analysis of schemas, conceptual 
metaphors, and blending processes, the paper identifies six recurring patterns that structure the 
representation of the Sun and the Moon as agents of creation and transformation. The findings 
demonstrate that anthropocentrism, interconnectedness, and universal causation function as key 
organizing principles across the corpus. Furthermore, the study shows that conceptual 
operations such as anthropomorphism and metamorphosis serve to make abstract cosmological 
processes experientially accessible. The results support the hypothesis that folktales both reflect 
and reinforce a culturally specific eco-philosophical worldview. Overall, the paper contributes 
to a deeper understanding of how narrative structures encode and sustain collective cultural 
knowledge. 
 
Keywords: African creation myths, Ubuntu, cultural cognition, conceptual metaphor, 
anthropomorphism 
 
 
Introduction  
 
This study seeks to analyze the role of celestial bodies in African creation myths, focusing on 
instantiations characteristic of Ubuntu, the traditional ecological and moral philosophy of the 
peoples of Sub-Saharan Africa. The research is embedded in the cultural-cognitive framework 
of linguistic theory, and as such, emphasizes the fundamental role of folktales in building, 
shaping, and reflecting the collective cultural cognition of the interpretive community. It will 
be argued that the schemas, metaphors, and blended spaces involving celestial bodies constitute 
a central part of the African belief system related to the acts of creation and destruction. 
Drawing on an extensive corpus of African folk narratives, the research has identified six 
characteristics of creation and etiological stories (or origin stories) which—while often 
reflecting universal conceptualization processes, such as anthropocentrism or the cyclicity of 
nature—reflect the omnipresence of Ubuntu as the foundational schema underlying African 
cultural cognition.  
 
 
1. Theoretical Overview  
1.1. Africa: Between Eurocentrism and Afrocentric Renewal 
 
African oral traditions are an increasingly well-researched topic in anthropological scholarship. 
However, despite the growing interest in developing endogenous ethnographic methods to map 
out the culture of oral storytelling in the Sub-Saharan region, the field is still far from being 
sufficiently explored (Finnegan 2012, 48). Early academic inquiries into African storytelling 
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date back to the mid-nineteenth century, not long before the European empires divided up the 
continent between themselves in the approximately thirty-year period known as the Scramble 
for Africa (ca. 1880–1914). The theoretical propositions adopted in anthropological research at 
the time were massively influenced by the dominant discourse promoting the supremacy of 
European cultures over the “primitive” peoples of Africa (Finnegan 2012, 30–48). In this 
Eurocentric narrative, Europe is defined against other cultures as the center of civilization, 
which progresses in a linear fashion and which should be taken as the standard for comparison 
in terms of economy, social structure, and law. Cultures failing to meet these criteria were 
deemed uncivilized and savage and therefore in need of urgent European intervention (Bowden 
2021, 162–170). These cultures are not part of the Schillerian concept of “universal history” 
(Schiller 1789), as they represent a fossilized stage of human evolution, characterized by 
violence and a lack of self-reflection (Finnegan 2012, 309; Bowden 2021, 162–170). Europe 
acts as the self-appointed guardian of civilization, fulfilling its duty to protect European values 
and to foster progress by imposing its political, economic, and legal structures on cultures that 
are built and function in completely different ways. Post-colonial studies have shown that much 
of the damage inflicted on the economies and societies of Africa before and during the colonial 
period persists to this day (Iniesta 2010; Everill 2024).    
 
Despite the fact that the majority of African countries had gained independence by the early 
1960s (with the exception of Angola, where independence was declared in 1975), Eurocentric 
normativity still prevails in politics, administration, and education. It continues to shape the 
everyday understanding of African cultures and identities, and it seems to persist in academia, 
although to an increasingly lesser extent, given the steady advance of Afrocentric perspectives 
in researching the continent’s diverse cultures, history, and politics, paired with a desire to 
develop endogenous data collection methods in anthropological investigations (Tuwe 2016; 
Keita 2020, 36; Mokhoati 2022). The once dominant (and wildly inaccurate) concept of a 
homogeneous Africa has thus been challenged by a new discourse promoting autonomy, 
intellectual independence, and cultural heterogeneity. In short, contemporary thinking in and 
about Africa is best characterized as a fusion of diverse discursive traditions (Iniesta 2010, 136–
138). 
 
 
1.2. The African folktale  
 
Early research into African oral traditions was naturally embedded in the dominant Eurocentric 
mindset and coincided with the emergence of comparative linguistic and literary studies, which 
marked a revived interest in folk cultures (Finnegan 2012, 29–50). The documentation about 
Africa saw an unprecedented increase shortly before the colonization era (Parker and Rathbone 
2007, 53). The translation of indigenous texts started already in the eighteenth century. While 
it has generally been assumed that written culture was virtually non-existent prior to Europeans’ 
arrival on the continent (except for Quranic scholarship), the reality is that Africa did have its 
own written history long before the first foreign accounts about it emerged. However, these 
documents were largely inaccessible to European scholars as they had been written in the 
indigenous languages, which justified the need for introducing Arabic as an intermediary 
language in the process of translation. (Parker and Rathbone 2007, 53; Finnegan 2012, 52). In 
the late nineteenth century, German scholarship began the systematic collection of African 
folktales, and was soon rejoined by the French and, most notably, the British, these two 
countries being the principal actors of colonization in the region. As Finnegan (2012, 31) notes, 
this endeavor aligned with the then-emerging trends of comparative literary studies. Collections 
of African folktales published in English were popular literary products at the turn of the 
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twentieth century. These editions raise questions about the degree of cultural adjustment made 
during the translation process. Indeed, it has been shown that the narrative structure of African 
folk narratives often underwent noticeable modifications to render them more digestible for the 
Anglo-American readership, a substantial percentage of whom are children (Inggs 2004).  
          
While the role of written histories in transmitting cultural values and knowledge is 
unquestionable, Africa, and especially its Sub-Saharan territories, continues to function as a 
chiefly oral culture where knowledge is transmitted through the diverse forms of communal 
storytelling (Tuwe 2016). Clearly, with the steady increase of literacy in the region over the 
past forty years (69% among the population of 15+ years in 2024 compared to 50% in 1985, as 
reported by UNESCO) and urban growth, traditional forms of storytelling are on the decline, 
but the practice still persists widely (Sone 2018, 156). It is regarded as a communal participatory 
action (Okpewho 2009, 110–111; Finnegan 2012, 16), meaning that both the storyteller (often 
a professional storyteller, a highly revered member of the community) and the audience actively 
shape the plot by contributing to it through interjections, songs, or rhymes. Oral tradition is 
therefore often described by the term communalism, defined as “mutual dependence and 
organic relationships between community and individuals, and among individuals” (Ikuenobe 
2018, 24). Indeed, this practice is deeply embedded in traditional Ubuntu philosophy, as will 
be presented shortly below.  
 
The basic functions of folk narratives include explaining the origins of life and the reasons for 
biological diversity, presenting family genealogies, transmitting values, and building 
community strength by sustaining social order and providing entertainment. Folktales, 
therefore, authorize and validate custom while also marking the limits of socially acceptable 
behavior (Vasina 1971; Okpewho 2009; Finnegan 2012; Ikunobe 2018; Jegede 2021). In other 
words, they are the ultimate source of “indigenous knowledge and epistemologies,” passing 
down knowledge and values to the younger generations. The narrative logic is characterized by 
circularity, openness, and often a lack of explicit moral teaching at the end of the story. This 
latter characteristic reflects the communal interpretive nature of the genre as the individuals are 
expected to infer the assumed lesson themselves (Finnegan 2012, 306).  
 
While African oral traditions have been considered as part of a clearly distinct narrative culture 
and, for that reason, their study should require a more endogenic analytical apparatus (Tuwe 
2016; Osei-Tutu 2023), the apparently universal explanatory power of folk narratives also 
enables the understanding of African folktales in a general interpretive framework. Thompson 
defines the folktale in “the broader sense to include all forms of prose narratives, oral or written, 
which have been handed down through the years” (1977, 4). A more recent definition by Peter 
Seitel presents a more complex understanding of folktales, emphasizing their role in shaping 
communal identity and as markers of in-group belonging: “[Folktales] are metaphors of social 
life. They are abstract, artistic statements that objectify and grant perspective on the culture they 
describe. They enable [a group] to hold aspects of their social world at arm’s length, so to speak, 
to examine them, and to entertain themselves with those images of their own lives” (2008, 30).  
Myths constitute a universal yet incredibly diverse sub-genre of folk narratives. They provide 
a coherent explanation of the origin and the nature of the universe and lay down the attitudes 
and behaviors that are necessary for the individual to become a successful and respected 
member within their interpretive community (Jegede 2021, 233). Conventional themes in myths 
include the concept of the Divine, the creation of the universe, the origin stories of living beings 
(which can be grouped under the umbrella term of etiological or pourquoi stories), the concept 
of Death, and the stories of legendary heroes (Jegede 2021). According to Long’s classification 
(1963), there exist five major types of creation myths: creation from ex nihilio (through logos), 



 

4 
 

emergence of the universe from pre-existing substances, parent myths and world separation 
myths, creation from chaos or from the Cosmic Egg, and Earth-Divider myths (Long 1963, 
cited in Bergman 1994, 209–210). The African concept of creation is to a large extent based on 
the idea of creation ex nihilio, with God being the first cause of all that exists (Kanu and Ndubisi 
2021, 20). God is often referred to as the Maker or the Molder (Bergmann 1994, 205), who 
brings the world to life through craftsmanship, such as molding people out of clay. 
 
Creation by delegation, that is, through a smaller deity who executes God’s command, is also 
a common theme. A classic example of this is the Yoruba creation myth in which Olodumare, 
the Creator, delegates the spirit Orisha Obatalá to carry out the task (Kanu and Ndubisi 2021, 
24). One important aspect of African creation myths is the idea that the universe did not emerge 
in a haphazard fashion but was an ordered event that followed the Creator’s plan. The order of 
creation and the time it took might differ from culture to culture, but intentionality and 
orderliness prevail as general governing concepts (Kanu and Ndubisi 2021, 19).  
 
Anthropological research has shown that despite the obvious culture-specific features, creation 
myths tend to show considerable similarities across cultures (Long 1963; Bergman 1994). 
Bergman proposes four potential reasons for this phenomenon: the possible existence of an 
“original” creation myth that emerged at the dawn of humanity; actual historical events as a 
source for inspiration; external cultural influence; and what he formulates as “common 
psychological human needs,” adjusted to the needs and traditions of the interpretive community 
(Bergman 1994, 206). For example, the concept of the serpent as the symbol of evil in different 
religious contexts might be traced back to the Book of Genesis in the Bible, which potentially 
was an original source of dissemination. However, one cannot overlook the fact that snakes 
have always triggered primordial fear responses in both human and non-human primates, 
indicating a possibly universal biological motivation for the negative symbolism attached to 
this animal (Mundkur 1982, 1). This logic of embodied experience is somewhat contradicted 
by the traditional concept of snakes being viewed as healers (indeed, the snake has been a highly 
conventionalized emblem of medicine and pharmaceutical sciences since Hellenic Antiquity). 
In Egyptian mythology, snakes are divine offspring with healing abilities as well as commonly 
used visual symbols of sovereign power. In the Sub-Saharan cultures, snakes are associated 
with spirituality and the ancestral spirit to this day (Retief and Cilliers 2002). This example 
suggests that generic themes and concepts of human experience are shaped and nuanced by the 
larger cultural context into which they are embedded.  
 
 
1.3. African eco-philosophy in view of cultural cognition  
 
Regardless of their culture-specific features, myths are viewed as metaphors of religious 
thinking and belief systems (see Bergman 1994). They are an inherent part of a culture’s 
narrative, and the stories they tell form the core of the interpretive community’s collective 
identity. In terms of cultural linguistics, these stories are expressions of foundational cultural 
schemas (or grand schemas). Cognitive linguistics argues that human cognition is embodied, 
with our perceived realities being essentially grounded in physical experience, pointing to a 
substantial degree of universality existing in simultaneity with cultural variation (Kövecses and 
Benczes 2010, 18–21; Evans 2012). Brian Shore (1996, 45) describes foundational schemas as 
general frameworks of cognition which have the capacity to structure and connect the various 
frames, cultural models, and metaphors which are specific to a culture and which might seem 
to be unconnected on the surface but, in reality, share the same or similar conceptual basis.  
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One such overarching schema that connects the different aspects of African thinking is known 
as Ubuntu philosophy. The Bantu word “ubuntu” means “humanity” and is often translated as 
“I am because you are,” reflecting the idea of interconnectedness and the importance of the 
common good that lies at the heart of this philosophy (Horsthemke 2015, 10). Ubuntu views 
the universe as a hierarchically structured place, in which all beings are related to each other 
through respect and mutual dependence. In other words, it is a holistic worldview based on 
relational existence, and it is also strongly anthropocentric in that human beings occupy a 
central position in this universe (Edwards 2015; Horsthemke 2015, 11; Mkabela 2015, 285). 
One conventional way to understand the Ubuntu universe is to conceptualize it in terms of a 
tripartite division: the human world, the natural world (animals, plants, non-organic forms of 
existence), and the spiritual realm where our ancestors continue to live after their passing 
(Taringa 2006, cited in Horsthemke 2015, 41–42; Pepera 2025, 23–53). These worlds exist on 
their own right but are, at the same time, inseparably connected to one another. The natural and 
the spiritual worlds are regarded as subordinate to humanity, existing solely for the benefit of 
man. As South African philosopher Augustine Shutte formulated, “Humanity is ‘what the world 
is about’. We are the whole point of the plot, and even God plays a part that is ancillary to our 
own” (1993, 53–54).  
 
Indeed, Ubuntu philosophy is fundamentally concerned with the human condition (Edwards 
2015, 275) and lays down the basis for a natural collective ethic in which the common good 
takes priority over individual interest. Its evident anthropocentrism does not, however, imply a 
vertical hierarchization of beings similar to the Judeo-Christian model of the Chain of Beings, 
a foundational schema which has defined our relation to the natural, social, and transcendent 
world since medieval times (Aradi 2019, 185–191; 2025, 41). In fact, Ubuntu takes a very 
different ontological stance, which might be visually conceptualized as a circular relationship 
between the three worlds. Humans venerate their ancestors and take responsibility for the 
natural world, seeing themselves as ‘custodians’ of the planet (Hortshemke 2015, 26). In his 
philosophical essay on traditional African thinking, anthropologist Ferran Iniesta argues that 
the fundamental difference between Western and African natural philosophies lies in the fact 
that while Western thinking ripped the human being out of nature and elevated it into a superior 
intellectual and moral position, the African worldview has always regarded humans as an 
organic to and inseparable from the natural world (Iniesta 2010, 44–66; 67–71.). The idea is not 
to dominate nature but to exist within and in relation to it. Through this logic, Ubuntu 
establishes the principles of a general eco-philosophy in which each element of the ecosystem 
is a constitutive part of the whole. Kanu (2022) describes African eco-philosophy along six 
dimensions, namely, symbolism, cause and effect, relationship, belongingness, harmony and 
cosmological balance, and solidarity and respect for nature.  
 
Let us now briefly explain each dimension, with reference to Kanu’s analysis (2022). In the 
African context, symbolism is directly related to the spiritual world: animals, plants, and non-
organic natural phenomena represent spirits and forces. In terms of conceptualization processes, 
they act as mediators to help the understanding of non-physical concepts and complex natural 
phenomena. Cause and effect refer to universal causation as a major organizing principle in the 
universe. In its broadest sense, the idea of universal causation assumes that “all events are 
caused and potentially explicable” (Kanu 2022, 7–8). The Western concept of events happening 
by accident is categorically refused in African thinking: as Ozumba (2004) argues, attributing 
something to chance is, in reality, the sheer ignorance of the processes and interactions that 
keep our world moving (Kanu 2022, 9). This view resonates with the concept of creation being 
an ordered event, as explained earlier. The concepts of relationship and belongingness 
emphasize interconnectedness as well as the need for the individual to belong and to find their 
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place in the universe. Lack of relationships and alienation result in the individual gravitating 
towards inexistence.  
 
Harmony and cosmological balance are necessary to maintain a state of equilibrium and to 
safeguard the health of the universe. The ambition towards stability is present in both the 
physical and the spiritual worlds, which are co-dependent and can only be defined in terms of 
each other. The organic fusion of these two seemingly different forms of life creates the 
universe we inhabit. Disturbance to this delicate balance will lead to a crisis, which can 
potentially trigger a collapse in the ecosystem, affecting all that lives and breathes on Earth. 
Humans are therefore responsible for protecting the natural world through the expression of 
solidarity and through taking direct action. Respect for nature means respect for oneself and is 
central to individual and collective well-being (Kanu 2022, 10–12). Indeed, recent research has 
shown that implementing Ubuntu and indigenous knowledge structures into education can 
result in greater ecological awareness (David 2024; Matahela 2025; Shabalala 2025). It is also 
no coincidence that the 2025 G20 Johannesburg summit in South Africa—marking the first 
time in history that an African country hosted the event—promoted “solidarity, equality and 
sustainability as key pillars of inclusive growth” in the spirit of Ubuntu. 
 
From a cognitive-linguistic perspective, Ubuntu, as a foundational schema, represents a culture-
specific ecological model for understanding perceived reality. Entrenched in African cultural 
narratives, it forms the basis of the interpretive communities’ emergent cultural cognition(s). In 
other words, it may be argued that African identities and worldviews are grounded in Ubuntu, 
which provides a clear hierarchy of existence within an anthropocentric mindset as well as a 
practical framework for everyday life. Sharifian (2008, 243–244) argues that cognition is 
emergent because “it may also be viewed as a property of cultural groups, and not just 
individuals. […] [W]hat is being described as cognition here is an emergent system resulting 
from the interactions between the members of a cultural group across time and space”. In this 
sense, cultural cognition is a co-constitutive process (see Ellis 2019), in which individual 
cognition gives rise to collective patterns of cognition, shaped by the interplay of various 
factors. Cultural cognition is dynamic as meaning is continuously re-negotiated across time and 
space within multi-agent systems, bringing about newly emergent conceptualizations in cultural 
groups (Sharifian 2008, 244; 2009, 4). An important aspect of cultural cognition is that it is 
collective but not reducible to the individual level, as one individual cannot possess the entirety 
of cultural knowledge (Panzarasa and Jennings 2006, 406; Sharifian 2008, 244–45). Sharifian 
(2008, 250; 2009, 4–5) argues that cultural conceptualizations—including schemas, metaphors, 
value systems, and associated behaviors—and language are heterogeneously distributed among 
individuals, which provides a natural basis for negotiating meaning, eventually leading to new 
emergent patterns of cognition.   
 
The idea that collective cultural cognition is irreducible to individual cognition goes hand in 
hand with the concept of downward causation. The principle of downward causation argues 
that collective cognition has “causal and explanatory relevance” and has the potential to 
“directly affect its constituents” (Sharifian 2008, 250; 2009, 4–5). All this means that while 
collective cognition cannot be reduced to the sum of individual cognitions, it influences 
individual beliefs and behaviors, while at the same time being both autonomous from and 
dependent on the emergence base (Panzarasa and Jennings 2006, 402). Overall, cultural systems 
can be described as open and emergent complex adaptive systems; Sharifian notes, however, 
that the individuals themselves are complex adaptive systems, possessing their own 
conceptualizations and beliefs as well as an intricate physiological system which regulates 
mental and affective processes (Sharifian 2008, 247). Macro-level systems thus become nested 
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in lower-level systems (Sharifian 2008, 247), and the two shape each other in dynamic 
interaction, which manifests in intellectual and material realities and conventionalized 
structures we commonly perceive as culture.  
 
Maintaining Peter Seitel’s argument of folktales being metaphors of perceived social reality 
(see earlier), it should logically follow that folk narratives reflect the foundational cultural 
schemas of the interpretive community. Cultural linguistic research in folklore literature 
appears to support this assumption (see Ruiz 2007; Szelid 2007; Baranyiné Kóczy 2018; Aradi 
2025 for illustrative examples). With these considerations in mind, the present study therefore 
hypothesizes that folktales substantially contribute to the building, shaping, and strengthening 
of African collective identity through the continuous telling and re-telling of major themes and 
the (often implicit) articulation of acceptable moral behaviors. It is further argued that these 
narratives are intrinsically grounded in the eco-philosophy of Ubuntu. Earlier research in the 
field suggests that the principles of interconnectedness and mutual dependence are generally 
upheld in folktales depicting human-animal relationships, with animal agency being a powerful 
narrative and conceptual element in the corpus examined (Aradi 2025). As a continuation of 
the author’s previous investigation in the field, the current analysis focuses on the schemas, 
metaphors, and blended spaces involving celestial bodies in a selected corpus of Sub-Saharan 
creation myths and origin stories. Major findings indicate that celestial bodies, the Sun and the 
Moon in particular, constitute a fundamental part of the African belief system related to the acts 
of creation and destruction. The analysis has identified six recurring patterns, which will be 
presented in detail below.  
 
 
2. Criteria for analysis and major findings  
 
The corpus comprises 13 creation myths and origin stories selected from six collections of 
African folktales, published between 1910 and 2004 by various UK and US publishers (see 
Appendix). While the number of actual creation myths and etiological stories far surpassed 
thirteen, only tales protagonizing celestial bodies were ultimately included in the corpus.  
The Sun and the Moon are traditionally considered to be universal creative forces in folklore. 
The Moon is associated with femininity, representing life and fertility, while the Sun is 
associated with virility, symbolizing light, heat, and regeneration (Van Over 1980; Govender 
2011). These two celestial bodies together are the metaphorical representation of balance and 
harmony between male and female energies; they regulate life cycles and are responsible for 
life and death. The analysis was conducted along five dimensions, which are as follows:  
 

(1) What roles do the Sun and the Moon fulfill in the individual folktales?  
(2) What act(s) of creation or destruction are the Sun and the Moon responsible for in the 

individual folktales?  
(3) How do the Sun and Moon interact with other forms of existence (natural phenomena, 

animals, humans)? 
(4) What conceptual operations are assumed to be at play in the folktales?  
(5) Is it possible to establish consistent patterns of cognition in the corpus with regard to 

criteria (1)–(4)?  
 
With these dimensions taken as the methodological backbone, the analysis has revealed the 
presence of six recurring patterns, implying noticeable consistency in the conceptual 
organization of the corpus:  
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● The principles of interconnectedness, universal causation and cosmological balance are 
maintained throughout the corpus (see Kanu 2022 earlier in this paper). 

● The traditional metaphorical associations of the Moon and the Sun appear to be 
validated through their actions of creation and destruction as well as through their ability 
to bring about macro- and micro-level changes in the natural order.  

● The Sun, the Moon, and other forms of non-human existence are subject to strong 
anthropocentric conceptualization. Anthropomorphism is a fundamental conceptual tool 
in the narratives.  

● Metamorphosis from human to celestial form is a common pattern of evolution.  
● Evolution of the Sun and the Moon is conceptualized in terms of human life cycles.  
● Much of creation and change is driven by the interaction between nature and the animal 

realm.  
 

The discussion section will interpret these findings in relation to one another through relevant 
examples taken from the corpus. Given that the findings clearly indicate the presence of 
interconnectedness and relationality as the principal organizational forces of the narrative, I 
maintain the argument that Ubuntu constitutes the foundational schema that underlies folk 
beliefs about creation and etiology. The discussion of the findings will not necessarily follow 
the order in which they were presented; as it will be shortly made clear, while they might seem 
to be covering different areas of conceptualization, they appear to be intricately linked to one 
another.  
 
 
3. Discussion  
3.1. Anthropocentric conceptualizations 
 
The first aspect the discussion touches upon is that of anthropocentric conceptualization. As 
explained previously, Ubuntu is an essentially anthropocentric approach which prioritizes the 
human world over other spheres of existence. This philosophy translates into common-sense 
and highly functional everyday practices as well as a strong sense of responsibility for other 
humans and all other forms of life. As the “guardians of the planet,” Africans have deep 
empathy for the natural and spiritual worlds. In terms of conceptualization processes, this means 
celestial bodies and other non-human beings are subject to anthropomorphization. Human traits, 
behaviors, and values are projected onto non-human beings; some animals are given 
supernatural powers, one representative example of which is the mantis, identical with a 
demiurge called Kaggen the demiurge (Finnegan 2012, 332). While it does occur that certain 
species are neglected or presented as their animal selves without any anthropomorphic features 
(Finnegan 2012, 336), it generally holds true that the natural world is assigned human-like 
agency in African folklore (Aradi 2025). This pattern clearly manifests throughout the corpus, 
in which practically all natural phenomena and animals display human characteristics, with 
celestial bodies occupying a privileged position in the hierarchy. The next subsection will look 
at folktales protagonizing the Moon as the ultimate source of change and rebirth in the universe.  
 
 
3.2. The Moon that gives and takes 
 
Through their interconnectedness with the rest of the universe, the Sun and the Moon hold the 
power of creation and destruction, which fundamentally determines their relationship to other 
forms of existence. In addition, their traditional metaphorical associations appear to be 
consistently maintained in the folktales. One of the most illustrative—if not, indeed, the best—
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examples for the Moon being equated with fertility and rebirth is the folktale entitled “Why the 
Hare’s Nose is Slit,” a Khoisan etiological story from South Africa. It tells the story of an 
erroneously delivered message which brings mortality upon all peoples and animals. As 
Govender (2011, 155) notes, people from all across the world have observed that the Moon 
perishes and then reappears in regular cycles, which naturally evoked in them the images of 
birth and growth. In this particular story, the Moon sends different animals to deliver the 
message of immortality to people by pronouncing the words, “Just as I die and come alive again, 
so you also shall die and live again”. Of the several animals commissioned, only Hare proves 
to be fast enough to deliver the message before the first death occurs in a village. When he gets 
there, however, he stumbles upon the words and says: “Just as I die and remain dead, so shall 
you die and perish”. Whether it is a momentary loss of memory or a trickster act (the versions 
of the story vary in this regard), the words mean the death sentence of all living beings.  
 
On a side note, it is worth mentioning that an Afro-American folktale from Guadeloupe entitled 
“The Origin of Life and Death” employs a similar narrative logic to explain the origins of Death, 
potentially indicating the dissemination of the narrative pattern across the Americas during the 
transatlantic slave trade (Abrahams 1985, xix–xx). The story of the Hare bringing death upon 
the world echoes important ontological beliefs: death was not a natural consequence of life, and 
it resulted from a mistake and has now become inevitable (Jegede 2021, 240). The Moon has 
the power to regulate macro-level life processes through the power of the world. 
 
Embedded in this narrative, one can, however, find another story, one that explains why hares 
have a slit nose through an unlikely interaction. When Moon learns about Hare’s fatal mistake, 
she grabs a burning log from the villagers’ campfire and hits the rabbit in the face. This rips the 
area below Hare’s nose wide open, and the resulting look will become the inherited phenotype 
of the species. In counterattack, Hare throws the ashes at Moon, burning her face—and this is 
the African origin story of why the Moon has craters on its surface. The embeddedness of causal 
relationships in the folktale demonstrates the interconnectedness of beings, events, and actions 
in the African universe.  
 
Another example of Moon’s power to give and take—or, in this particular case, to take and give 
back—can be found in the story entitled “The Mantis and the Moon”. As mentioned above, the 
praying mantis is an animal of central importance in Khoisan cultures. In this folktale, a mantis 
tries to catch the Moon from a tree branch. After multiple failed attempts, his desperation turns 
into fury, and he throws a stone at Moon (who, as the Reader already knows, suffers from the 
consequences of what Hare did to her face). The stone shatters the reflection of the pond under 
the mantis, and the “thousand splinters of moonlight” pierce the eyes of the arthropod, causing 
him permanent blindness (98). Regretting what he did, the mantis tries to pray to the Moon to 
help him ease his agony by holding his forelegs in a praying position. The Moon forgives him 
and returns his eyesight, but since then all descendants of the mantis are destined to live their 
lives in the same humble posture, praying to the Moon as a way of atonement: “And they sit, 
their forelegs held up in praise of the Moon who forgave and restored the sight of their 
ancestors—the small, short-winged one, who wished to be a god.” While definitely etiological 
in genre, the “Mantis and the Moon” is also the story of cosmological balance. The logic of 
retributive justice in the narrative clearly marks the limits of transgression, signals the Moon's 
superior position, and, metaphorically, validates social hierarchy. 
 
Creation is the subject of the next folktale entitled “How Moon Fathered the World” (Beier 
1966, 16–18). In this Zimbabwean creation myth, the Moon is unconventionally depicted with 
masculine qualities. He creates the natural world through marriage with other celestial bodies. 
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The following excerpt tells the process of creating fauna, with Morningstar birthing all that is 
green on Earth:  
 

The following morning he [Moon] saw that Morningstar’s body has swelled up. 
And she gave birth to trees, grasses and all kinds of plants until the entire world was 
green. They grew and they grew until they touched the sky. But when they touched 
the sky the rain began to fall. (15–16) 
 

Moon’s marriages with other entities define the different stages of creation. The Moon is the 
procreator of terrestrial life, but he himself is a product of creation by God, who also chooses 
the wives for him to ease his sorrow and loneliness on the uninhabited Earth, which the Moon 
chose to be his dwelling. This myth is a variation of the theme of life originating from a single 
divine entity. However, creation does not happen by the word of God but through action and—
as can be seen from the quote above—through interaction. While primarily a creation myth, the 
folktale is also a metaphor of the cyclicality of life. Moon originally emerges from the ocean (a 
motif that will be discussed shortly) and, after being murdered by his children, is thrown back 
to the ocean, where he is reborn and from where he returns to reclaim his position in the sky:  
 

[T]hey strangled Moon and they threw him into the ocean and they made another 
man their king. But Moon rose from the sea and he pursues Morningstar across the 
sky, his first wife with whom he had been happy. (17) 
 

The ascension of the Moon from the depths of the ocean to the sky might be considered as a 
metaphor of rebirth and recommencement.  
 
The concept of creating world order through ascension appears to be a regular occurrence in 
these myths. The Nigerian etiological story entitled “Why the Sun and Moon Live in the Sky” 
(Dayrell 1910) tells the reason why the two bodies had to yield their dwelling on Earth to their 
friend water and move up to the sky:  
 

Many years ago the sun and water were great friends, and both lived on the earth 
together. The sun very often used to visit the water, but the water never returned his 
visits. At last the sun asked the water why it was that he never came to see him in 
his house, the water replied that the sun's house was not big enough, and that if he 
came with his people he would drive the sun out. The sun promised to build a very 
big compound, and soon afterwards he returned home to his wife, the moon, who 
greeted him with a broad smile when he opened the door. The sun told the moon 
what he had promised the water, and the next day commenced building a huge 
compound in which to entertain his friend. […] The water then began to flow in, 
accompanied by the fish and all the water animals. […] When the water was level 
with the top of a man's head, the water said to the sun, "Do you want more of my 
people to come?" and the sun and moon both answered, "Yes," not knowing any 
better, so the water flowed on, until the sun and moon had to perch themselves on 
the top of the roof. Again the water addressed the sun, but receiving the same 
answer, and more of his people rushing in, the water very soon overflowed the top 
of the roof, and the sun and moon were forced to go up into the sky, where they 
have remained ever since. (Abridgment by Author) 
 

While the previous examples of the analysis protagonized the Moon only, in this story, the 
Moon and the Sun appear as a married couple. Separation from water is a necessity, not the 
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consequence of unresolved conflict, and there is no explicit indication of a power struggle being 
involved. The folktale might thus be interpreted as an origin story of cosmological balance.  
In other stories, however, the relationship of the Sun and the Moon appears to be less balanced. 
A short etiological story of the Fon from former Dahomey (Bénin) recounts how the Moon 
tricked the Sun into throwing his children into the water to protect people from the excessive 
heat they caused during daytime. In “The Origin of Fishes” (Beier 1966, 14–15), Sun’s children 
turned into fish, did not recognize their father anymore, and died in the open air. The origin 
story of the first fishes is, at the same time, a naïve explanation for why the stars are visible by 
moonlight and disappear during daytime. 
In some tales featuring the Sun as its protagonist, ascension happens through metamorphosis 
and is associated with increased power. The next subsection will discuss the metaphorical 
motivation underlying this theme. 
 
 
3.3. Ascension through metamorphosis 
 
The South African folktale “How the Jackal Got its Stripe” (Metelerkamp 1914) is a complex 
narrative of causes and effects that involves a wide spectrum of intentions and decisions. The 
story is a combination of etiological and trickster elements. The narrator of the story, Outa 
(Uncle) Karel, begins by stating: “The Sun was a strange little child […] [H]e never had any 
Pap-pa or Mam-ma. No one knew where he came from. He was just found by the roadside”. 
The origin of the Sun is unknown, meaning there is no evidence of it being born through divine 
creation (cf. “How the Moon Fathered the World” in the previous subsection). Hunters find a 
little brown baby in the bushes, and they want to save him, but his little body is radiating light 
and is so hot that nobody can hold him: 
 

They didn’t come too near, my baasjes [children], because they were frightened, 
but they wanted to see the strange brown baby that could talk, and that burned like 
a fire. All of a sudden he stretched himself; he turned his head and put up his little 
arms. Bright sparks flew from his eyes, and yellow light streamed from under his 
arms, and—hierr, skierr—the Men of the Early Race fell over each other as they 
ran through the milk-bushes back to the road. My! but they were frightened! 
 

They end up leaving him there, and the jackal (a common trickster figure in this narrative 
tradition, next to the spider and the hare) jumps on the opportunity to take him as prey. Making 
him the false promise of returning him home, the jackal puts him on its back with the intention 
of bringing him back to the jackal’s den. On the way there, the baby burns the animal’s back so 
much that the characteristic stripes of the black-backed jackal’s fur start to appear: 
 

Every time Jakhals called out that he was burning, the baby slipped a little further, 
and a little further, till at last he had hold of Jakhals by the tail, and then he wouldn’t 
let go. Even when Jakhals called out, he held on, and Jakhals’s tail burnt and burnt. 
My! it was quite black! 
 

The story ends in the Sun-baby’s showing his true potential when he tries to defend himself 
against the pack of jackals who want to devour him:  
 

[F]rom under the baby’s arms streamed brightness and hotness, and out of the 
baby’s eyes came streaks of fire, so that Jakhals winked and blinked, and tried to 
make himself small in the sand. Every time he opened his eyes a little, just like slits, 



 

12 
 

there was the baby sitting straight in front of him, staring at him so that he had to 
shut them again quick, quick. […]‘You’ll know me again when you see me,’ said 
the baby, ‘but never, never again will you be able to look me in the face. And now 
you can go.’ From that day, my baasjes, he has a black stripe right down his back 
to the tip of his tail. And he cannot bear the Sun, but hides away all day with shut 
eyes, and only at night when the Old Man with the bright armpits has gone to sleep, 
does he come out to hunt and look for food, and play tricks on the other animals. 
(Abridgement by Author) 
 

Besides explaining the unique phenotype and lifestyle of the black-backed jackal, this folktale 
is essentially grounded in metamorphosis, a conceptual blend that emerges from the integration 
of two or more mental spaces or other domains of experience (Fauconnier and Turner 2008; 
Kövecses and Benczes, 2010; Turner 2012). The basis of this blend may be traced back to a 
metaphor which conceptualizes the evolution of celestial bodies in terms of the human life 
cycle. For example, in his analysis of the image of the Grim Reaper as a conceptual blend, 
Kövecses (2010, 269) proposes that the blend is rooted in two metaphors, namely, EVENTS ARE 

ACTIONS (i.e., death is seen as an action, not a natural occurrence) and PEOPLE ARE PLANTS.  
 
At the level of system schemas, this metaphor can be extended into THE LIFE CYCLE OF PEOPLE 

IS THE LIFE CYCLE OF PLANTS, based on the conceptual similarity between the development and 
decay of the two life forms (Kövecses 2016, 36–37). The elements of the domain PLANT LIFE 

CYCLE are projected onto the domain HUMAN LIFE CYCLE to make this latter, largely abstract 
concept more understandable for the brain (for conceptual metaphors, see Lakoff and Johnson 
1980; Kövecses 2010; 2016; 2020; Kövecses and Benczes 2010). For example, youth is 
conceptualized as blooming (in the spring), and old age as withering (in the fall). The blend of 
the Sun-baby assumes a similar logic, but in this case, the projection is reversed: the folklore 
understanding about the evolution of celestial bodies is grounded in our experience and 
knowledge about human life cycles, with infancy being in focus. The corresponding culture-
specific metaphor might therefore be formulated as THE LIFE CYCLE OF CELESTIAL BODIES (THE 

SUN) IS THE LIFE CYCLE OF THE HUMAN BEING (THE INFANT). 
 
Exemplifying embodied cognition in its purest form, the Sun-baby is a blend in which are united 
the relevant properties of both domains to create an anthropomorphic representation of the Sun, 
emphasizing (seeming) vulnerability coupled with supernatural power. The Sun-like qualities 
–heat, fiery eyes, light shining through armpits– are elements of everyday knowledge about the 
Sun. In this context, however, these properties are not only indicative of the star but are 
associated with the qualities of superior power. The emergent blend cannot, therefore, be 
described as the mere sum of its constitutive parts. It is, in fact, grounded in the principle of 
interconnected, relational existence in the African worldview and forms part of the interpretive 
community’s beliefs about cosmological order.  
 
The last folktale presented in detail in the study is a variation on the theme of the human-
celestial blend. Another etiological story from South Africa, entitled “The Sun: A Bushman 
Legend,” explains the Sun’s ascension into the sky. The folktale starts with a quick glimpse 
into colonial culture when the same Outa Karel tells the children that his people did not know 
about fire prior to the white men (i.e., the Dutch) arriving in Southern Africa:  
 

“They [the Bushmen] did not cook, for they did not know how to make fire. But 
when the white man came, then they learnt. Baasjes see, Outa’s head is big – bigger 
than the Baas’s head – but that does not help. It’s the inside that matters, and the 



 

13 
 

white man’s head inside here” – Outa tapped his wrinkled forehead – “Alla! but it 
can hold a lot! 
“In the olden days, when Outa’s people were cold they crept into caves and covered 
themselves with skins, for they had no fire to sit by. Yes, they were sorry when the 
Old Man in the sky put down his arms and lay down to sleep.” (Emphasis by Author) 
 

In response to the children’s questions as to who the ‘Old Man’ is, Outa Karel tells the ancient 
story of the Man from whose armpits “brightness steamed” and who could light up his 
immediate surroundings by simply lifting his arms. The fellow villagers quickly realized that 
he could light up larger spaces if he were higher up in the sky. They decided to put him up into 
the sky:  
 

So the young men went to the place where the man lay sleeping. Quietly they went, 
my baasjes, creeping along in the red sand so as not to wake him. He was in a deep 
sleep, and before he could wake the strong young men took him under the armpits 
and swung him to and fro, as the wise old woman had told them. Then, as they 
swung him, they threw him into the air, high, high, and there he stuck. 
The next morning, when he awoke and stretched himself, lifting up his arms, the 
light streamed out from under them and brightened all the world, warming the earth, 
and making the green things grow. And so it went on day after day. When he put 
up his arms, it was bright, it was day. When he put down one arm, it was cloudy, 
the weather was not clear. And when he put down both arms and turned over to go 
to sleep, there was no light at all: it was dark; it was night. But when he awoke and 
lifted his arms, the day came again and the world was warm and bright. 
 

The folktale explains the regular changes between day and night, as well as certain changes in 
the weather in terms of the man’s movements. Moreover, seasons appear to come and go in 
function of the man’s distance from Earth: 
 

Sometimes he is far away from the earth. Then it is cold: it is winter. But when he 
comes near, the earth gets warm again; the green things grow and the fruit ripens: 
it is summer. And so it goes on to this day, my baasjes: the day and night, summer 
and winter, and all because the Old Man with the bright armpits was thrown into 
the sky. 
 

This logic provides a naïve explanation for the tilt of Earth’s axis, which is the actual 
astrophysical reason for the change of seasons. When children contest Outa Karel: “But the Sun 
is not an Old Man, Outa. And he hasn’t any arms,” Outa goes on to explain:  
 

No, my baasje, not now. He is not a man any more. But baasjes must remember 
how long he has been up in the sky—spans, and spans, and spans of years, always 
rolling round, and rolling round, from the time he wakes in the morning till he lies 
down to sleep at the other side of the world. And with the rolling, baasjes, he has 
got all rounder and rounder, and the light that at first came only from under his arms 
has been rolled right round him, till now he is a big ball of light, rolling from one 
side of the sky to the other. 
 

Again, not knowing that Earth spins around its axis, the folk logic assumes that it is the Sun 
that engages in incessant yet systematic movements, determining the natural order. Indeed, this 
is a perfectly logical assumption based on mere visual observation. What is of interest here is 
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the detailedness of the human-celestial blend. In contrast to the previous folktale, where the Sun 
is depicted as a baby, here it is an adult man in possession of a superhuman ability, which could 
be turned to the benefit of the whole community. Through the actions of the villagers, the man 
ascends into the sky, bringing light and warmth everywhere around the world and creating 
cyclical order (Outa Karel talks about the times when the first people, called the “Early Race,” 
lived). Through continuous motion, the once human being transforms into the Sun. Indeed, the 
input domains of the blend appear to be especially detailed. For example, the ray of sunlight is 
the light radiating from the Sun’s fingers, normally rolled up in the “fiery ball,” but extended 
before dark and in the early morning, just as the Sun goes to sleep or wakes up. The 
metaphorical mapping of the human life cycle, including the physical properties of the human 
being, onto the origin story of the Sun appears to be consistent in the two folktales, suggesting 
the presence of general conceptual schemas in the culture. The detailedness of the imagery 
provides structure to the blend (see Kövecses 2010, 203) and helps to establish coherence.  
 
Finally, one further aspect of the findings needs to be briefly addressed, related to the role of 
interaction in creation and in establishing natural order. The folktales presented in the analysis 
all involved the supernatural powers of the Moon and the Sun (or Sun-blends) as the catalysts 
for change. At the same time, the use of these powers was, in most cases, elicited by other 
agents, animals, or ordinary human beings, who interacted with the celestial bodies in the hope 
of some benefit or out of curiosity or greed (see the “Mantis and the Moon”). In other words, it 
appears that interaction can be a primary cause of change, embedded in the system of universal 
causation (Kanu, 2022). Cause and its effect can therefore be understood as the direct 
consequence of the agents’ intentions and actions, supporting, once again, interconnectedness 
as the general underlying principle of existence.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The findings of this study lend strong support to the research hypothesis that African creation 
myths and etiological stories are structured by culturally embedded patterns of cognition 
grounded in Ubuntu philosophy. The analysis of the corpus confirms that Ubuntu operates as a 
foundational schema through which African peoples conceptualize creation, change, and 
existence. The recurring schemas, metaphors, and conceptual blends identified across the 
corpus demonstrate that narratives involving celestial bodies, the Sun and the Moon in 
particular, are not isolated symbols but coherent reflections of a relational and interconnected 
worldview grounded in the deep veneration of nature. The consistent presence of 
anthropocentrism, universal causation, and cosmological balance indicates that these stories 
encode a culturally specific and systematically organized model of perceived reality. The Sun 
and the Moon function as dynamic agents whose roles are shaped through interaction, 
transformation, and integration with other domains of existence. The analysis has also shown 
that conceptual operations such as anthropomorphism and blending serve as cognitive tools that 
render complex cosmological processes experientially accessible. These patterns are not merely 
conventionalized narrative themes but manifestations of a broader eco-philosophical 
framework that emphasizes interdependence and moral responsibility. The study therefore 
reinforces earlier findings suggesting that folktales play a constitutive role in shaping African 
cultural cognition at a collective level.  
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Appendix: The corpus 
 
NB. Due to length constrictions, not all of the thirteen folktales analyzed were presented in the 
study. 
 
1.The Sun. A Bushman Legend 
2.The Stars and the Stars’ Road  
3.Why the Hare’s Nose is Slit (The Message) 
4.How the Jackal Got his Stripe 
5.Why the Sun and the Moon Live in the Sky 
6.Why the Moon Waxes and Wanes 
7.Why the Sky is Far Away 
8.Morning and Evening 
9.The Origin of Fishes 
10.The Chameleon and the Lizard 
11.The Pitcher and the Basket 
12.The Mantis and the Moon 
13.The Mother who Turned to Dust 
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Abstract: The current case study investigates the semantically wide-ranging  Hungarian word 
haza. Based on a longitudinal study with one participant, the use of the word and its changes 
are analysed. In the current case, haza can be viewed as a frame encompassing three distinct 
yet interconnected subcategories. These are the ORIGINAL HOME, the NEW HOME, and the 
HOMELAND. Furthermore, it is hypothesised that it resides on all three cognitive contextual 
levels with unique prototypical and atypical features. Additionally, attention is paid to 
conceptual metaphors and their use in life narration.  
 
Keywords: cognitive linguistics, cognitive contextual levels, life narration, conceptual 
frames, conceptual metaphor 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Throughout our histories, certain notions and aspects in our lives have remained integral. These 
are reflected in our beliefs, cultures, and environments. This paper focuses on home, a 
constitutive and influential factor in our day-to-day lives.  
 
Prior to presenting the argument, a proper introduction to the Hungarian word haza is essential. 
The term itself can be translated into English as home, homeland, or native land. The distinction 
this paper focuses on lies in the term’s uses with regard to HOME, NEW HOME, and HOMELAND. 
The first is used when referring to the place of origin, the cultural and personal centrum universi, 
while the second is a place which, through the effort invested by the subject and its 
surroundings, is transformed from a place of residence to the heart of everyday life. Lastly, the 
third use consists of larger cultural and personal beliefs. All three are interconnected. 
  
The creation, use, and understanding of these terms are presented in a cognitive linguistic 
framework (Sinha 2007; Evans 2012). First, the theories constitutive of this paper are 
introduced. These follow a top-down method by laying down the fundamental aspects of post-
Cartesian cognition (Ellis 2019), followed by a brief introduction to frames (Kövecses and 
Benczes 2010) and entrenchment (Schmid 2007). Lastly, conceptual metaphor theory will be 
presented (Kövecses and Benczes 2010; Kövecses 2020). These concepts and theories lay the 
groundwork for the analysis of the participant’s language production. Beyond this, cognitive 
linguistics as a branch encompasses the influences of our cultural environments; therefore, 
focus on their effects within our understanding should be incorporated as well.  
 
As argued by Sinha (2007), cultural impacts are present within the self and autobiographical 
memory. The construction and narration of our lives not only help us survive them, but also 
form our understanding of them (Sinha 2007). They align  with our identity, experiences, and 
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the way in which we imagine near-future events, as they depend on the lived past constructed 
by our memories (Sinha 2007). Therefore, the study and its results cannot be considered within 
a vacuum of present experiences and beliefs, as they reflect the environmental, cultural, and 
autobiographical factors germane to the participant’s life and its narration. As highlighted by 
Hankiss (2014), humans long for safety, understanding, and a certain centre within our lives. 
Our dwellings tend to be one of the most fundamental aspects of this. His work focuses on the 
sociological and philosophical background of this need for the centre, which includes our homes 
(Hankiss 2014, 129–167).  
 
It is argued that, although the lexical unit itself can and is used interchangeably, within the 
frame itself, there are different experimental domains. This can mostly be attributed to the 
entrenchment of the frame and the cultural environment responsible for the larger schemas that 
incorporate it (Schmid 2007; Sinha 2007). These experimental domains possess certain 
prototypical elements that are mutually exclusive, even if the participant is not fully aware of 
these distinctive uses. Additionally, they do affect life narrative and identity (Sinha 2007).  
 
The most commonly used interpretation focuses on the less culturally loaded place of residence. 
Naturally, this also carries significant meaning for the foci of the study itself, but language users 
are less likely to notice and attribute importance to it. From the current perspective, this element 
belongs to the mezo level of cognition. The more culturally significant use falls on the macro 
and micro, as they encompass more abstract and elevated elements. Despite the fact that this 
categorisation seems far-fetched, studies have been conducted on similar cases. One example 
is Aradi’s study (2022) of ész (“reason”) and elme (“mind”) in non-scientific Hungarian 
discourse. Her conclusion points to the fact that, albeit not always and necessarily consciously, 
language users do distinguish between these two words, often thought of as synonyms (Aradi 
2022). 
 
The study’s corpus was collected by the author. The two interviews were conducted with the 
same participant, nearly three years apart. These interviews attempted to investigate the use of 
these three sub-categories and their importance in identity construction and life narrative. 
Additionally, it is argued that these subcategories reside on the macro, mezo, and micro levels 
of cognition. The interview questions were based on Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) principles of 
identity construction in language use and their expanded version due to the findings of the first 
interview. 
 
In short, this study aims to shed light on the use and significance of the term haza. It proposes 
the view that it is a frame with three sub-categories, represented on three different cognitive 
contextual levels. The data was gathered by conducting interviews to see if certain elements in 
these two domains of experience remain unchanged over time. For the sake of simplicity, in 
non-specific cases, the Hungarian word haza will be employed as an umbrella term.  
 
 
1. Literature review 
 
In this section, the foundational theories on which the work relies will be presented. The current 
theories of cognition in a cognitive linguistic framework will be introduced first (Evans 2012; 
Ellis 2019). Then, frames (Kövecses and Benczes 2010), entrenchment (Schmid 2007), and 
conceptual metaphor theory (Kövecses and Benczes 2010; Kövecses 2020) will be outlined and 
discussed in further detail. Lastly, philosophical aspects and similar studies will be put in focus. 
These will centre on the importance of our homes in our lives as humans (Hankiss 2014) and a 
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possible explanation behind the conscious and unconscious uses of haza (Aradi 2019; Aradi 
2020).  
 
Theories in the field of cognitive linguistics propose a triad behind the construction of 
cognition. This triad incorporates the body, the mind, and our socio-cultural environment. They 
function not only as building blocks, but also as filters (Sinha 2007; Evans 2012; Ellis 2019). 
In this section, the most consequential theories and concepts related to the paper will be 
discussed. 
 
 
1.1. Post-Cartesian cognition 
 
First of all, we have to distinguish between the aspects that influence cognition and the ways in 
which we can categorize them. Influential factors and theories include the thesis of embodied 
cognition, embeddedness, enactivism, and the extended mind (Evans 2012; Ellis 2019). The 
three major categories in which cognition can be understood are the macro, mezo, and micro 
cognitive contextual levels (Ellis 2019). It is important to note here that they are neither isolated 
nor independent of one another.  
 
Among theories on the construction of cognition, embodied cognition refers to the 
understanding that our lived experiences correspond to and are influenced by our corporal 
reality. These are contextualised and affected by biological, psychological, and cultural contexts 
(Ellis 2019). To provide a rather often used example, we can turn to colours and the way in 
which we perceive them. It has been proven that there are certain biological and cultural 
confines that are responsible for the way in which we identify and distinguish colours. Some 
we cannot see, others we label differently based on our enculturation. These are all species-
specific, individual, and culturally determined (Berlin and Kay 1969; Evans 2012). In a similar 
manner, haza, even if translated, will evoke different interpretations by readers.  
 
Embeddedness encompasses the idea that our cognition and the ecology of our minds depend 
on the impacts and influences of our environments, and on our interactions with others (Ellis 
2019). This view pertains to the understanding that the notions and concepts we come across in 
our lives are bound by not only the individualistic nature of our cognitive abilities, but also the 
underlying cultural schemas responsible for their understanding (Aradi 2019). These schemas 
are continuously created and recreated via our interactions with the world. Naturally, 
differences and changes can be observed on personal, group, and societal levels due to the 
heterogeneity of cognition (Ellis 2019). For example, haza can be considered as an imagen 
which is shared by multiple people in the same family, but with different interpretations, 
feelings, and prototypical and atypical elements.  
 
The theory of the extended mind focuses on the socially embedded aspects of cognition and 
interactional language use. Language is viewed not only as a tool for communication but also 
as an agent of enculturation (Ellis 2019). While we interact with others, our goal is to ensure 
that meaning is properly transferred (Vygotsky 1978; Ellis 2019). Even on smaller levels 
connected to everyday conversations, we need to understand what our interlocutors mean by 
the words and expressions they use. Evidently, these apply vice versa, as encountering and 
using them inevitably affects our understanding. Additionally, mediation through language is 
dependent on and facilitated by the interposition of our surroundings and other people. This has 
proven to be rather substantial within the design of the study as well. The interviews took place 
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in the participant’s places of residence, as objects and sensations in the environment should be 
regarded as consequential for identity and life narration.   
 
Lastly, enactivism considers cognition to be dynamic and situated (Ellis 2019). In this 
perspective, cognitive structures are developed by interacting with our environment and what 
we receive in return (Ellis 2019). It states that knowing is inseparable from doing, is bound to 
our socio-cultural and physical contexts, and focuses on our self-organising capabilities (Ellis 
2019). This reinforces the idea that haza itself cannot be considered in a vacuum or on different 
contextual levels. As can be seen in the data, uses of the item are dependent on context and 
socio-cultural factors.  
 
All in all, the so-called “4E’s of cognition” (Ellis 2019, 40) have been presented with examples 
related to the topic of the study. In a post-Cartesian view, enactivism, the extended mind, 
embeddedness, and embodiedness account for the socio-culturally and physically determined 
cognition embedded in our brains (Evans 2012; Ellis 2019). As noted above, cognition can be 
divided into three lines of demarcation. These are the macro, mezo, and micro levels of 
cognition (Ellis 2019). These levels are not mutually exclusive or independent, as they are in 
constant interaction (Ellis 2019). This paper argues that haza as a concept can be found on all 
three levels.  
 
The macro level of cognition includes larger and culturally determined concepts (Ellis 2019). 
Here lie our beliefs about religion, politics, and society, among many other areas. Haza in this 
case is rather special, especially for Hungarians who – for historical, political, and personal 
reasons – live outside the borders of their country of origin. This includes those who have 
decided to migrate to other countries, or to Hungary from neighbouring countries. Therefore, 
this already multifaceted, loaded, and individualistic perspective is further diversified in these 
cases. As the participant is a native Hungarian born in Romania, his view is influenced not only 
by perspectives found in Hungarian discourse that interpret the rather delicate situation from 
within the borders, but his lived experiences outside of it as well.  
 
On the mezo level, we find smaller concepts and constructs. These mostly correspond with our 
experiences and views, which are connected to institutions and people in them (Ellis 2019). 
Here, for instance, we find places of employment, educational institutions, dormitories and 
people we are in constant interaction with. Aspects of these directly influence our view of our 
identity; we associate with them much more frequently. To illustrate in the case of the subject, 
he had lived in two dormitories. There, he met and was influenced by people on a day-to-day 
basis. These encounters shaped his identity both implicitly and explicitly.  
 
Lastly, the micro level incorporates individual and personal beliefs, and close relationships 
(Ellis 2019). It can be understood as the core of the individual. Here we find the interpretations, 
feelings, and beliefs which are, on the one hand, influenced by the previous levels; and, on the 
other, account for them as well. For example, we all have views on society and people. 
Naturally, these are influenced by a plethora of factors residing on different cognitive contextual 
levels and prompted by different experiences and beliefs. Nevertheless, these are individual 
interpretations, even when corresponding elements are found between people.  
 
All in all, it can be stated that cognition is an interplay of internal and external influences (Sinha 
2007; Evans 2012; Ellis 2019). These multifaceted factors are divided into three interconnected 
contextual levels. In this view, the socio-cultural, neural, and physical factors manifest in 
language use. Evidently, haza is a diverse concept. Although the interpretation of ‘homeland’ 
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and ‘home’ might seem straightforward and easy to define, the personal beliefs resulting from 
the interplay of our experiences and against the backdrop of our socio-cultural and linguistic 
influences make it not just our own, but individualistic as well. Therefore, this paper examines 
the different uses of the word, which might shed light on the effects of enculturation in the case 
of the participant. The manner in which we incorporate these elements into our mental 
repertoire will be in focus in the next part.  
 
 
1.2. Entrenchment, frames, and conceptual metaphors  
 
Our internalized concepts of images and their categorisations are accounted for in the branch 
of cognitive linguistics by the theories of entrenchment (Schmid 2007) and frames (Turner 
2007; Kövecses and Benczes 2010). The following section will cover our current view on these 
processes.  
 
Entrenchment stands for the mental mechanisms employed by speakers of a language with 
which we incorporate novel elements we encounter (Schmid 2007). The basic principle of the 
theory focuses on the frequency, experience, understanding, and use of certain elements as 
predictors and variables for entrenchment (Schmid 2007). Therefore, elements encountered 
more often, and those that are generally more understood, are easier to store and recall. It can 
be proposed that in the case of haza, the employment of the element occurs more frequently on 
the mezo level, in contrast to the macro and micro levels. Nevertheless, this does not 
automatically indicate that the element itself is multifaceted or diverse. These culturally loaded 
conceptualisations of the element should, in theory, appear on the macro and micro levels in 
the present case.  
 
Importantly, elements are not only embedded on the basis of their properties, but also on the 
foundational aspect of what they do not represent (Schmid 2007). These boundaries are set by 
the previously mentioned aspects of cognition, namely, enactivism and embeddedness (Ellis 
2019). The prototypical aspects attributed to these elements are bound to surface during their 
activation based on similarities and dissimilarities (Fauconnier 2007). Therefore, an 
examination of the current use of the word could shed light on the manner of entrenchment and 
its prototypical and atypical features.  
 
Once these elements are entrenched, they have to be organised and stored in our mental 
repertoire. This arduous task is performed by our conceptual frameworks (Turner 2007; 
Kövecses and Benczes 2010). Conceptual frameworks are mental structures in which we store 
our experiences. They do not represent reality in and of themselves, but rather a mental image 
that is based on prototypes (Kövecses and Benczes 2010). It is argued that, as no system itself 
is a standalone entity, it is imperative that we understand the system in its entirety to 
comprehend it and its elements (Petruck 1996). Naturally, new elements can be and are added 
through entrenchment (Petruck 1996; Schmid 2007). 
 
In the same manner, the frame haza consists of elements which have been integrated into our 
understanding of the frame itself through our experiences. This does not exclude the possibility 
of multiple sub-categories corresponding to multiple cognitive contextual levels and meanings, 
as these do exist within the network (Kövecses and Benczes 2010). The last aspect we have to 
account for is the fact that certain elements are completely intangible or at least relatively 
intangible. The way in which our cognition ‘fills in the gaps’ is through conceptual metaphors 
(Kövecses 2020). In the following section, we will focus on these.  
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The representation and understanding of abstract concepts are accounted for by conceptual 
metaphor theory. As mentioned in the previous section, certain elements share corresponding 
properties (Turner 2007; Kövecses and Benczes 2010). Conceptual metaphor theory states that 
there are systematic correspondences between two domains of experience (Kövecses 2020). 
This means that we understand relatively intangible domains, the target, through tangible ones, 
the source. We access and grasp the target domain via the source by mapping corresponding 
elements (Kövecses and Benczes 2010; Kövecses 2020). Among many theoretical 
considerations and in accordance with Kövecses (2020), the current study ascribes and limits 
these mappings to the image-schematic structure of the targets. Furthermore, conceptual 
metaphor theory is culture-bound (Kövecses 2014). This means that in the study, metaphors 
employed by the subject will be understood and viewed within Hungarian cultural bounds and 
uses.  
 
 
1.3. Social and psychological aspects 
 
Similarly to the beginning of the study, it has to be noted that there are definite perspectives in 
our lives. In Hankiss’s view (2014), an element of these is our longing for safety and refuge 
within the universe. It is no accident that we turn the houses we live in into homes. In a similar 
vein, the question of consciousness and agency arises as well. The way in which we organise 
our “universes” (Hankiss 2014, 134–137) relates to both the conscious and unconscious 
manifestations of our psyche. Relying on the distinction between ész and elme (Aradi 2022), 
we will explore the various uses of haza. Furthermore, by relying on Aradi’s work (2019) on 
the philosophical aspects of language use from a cognitive linguistic perspective, an additional 
facet of consciousness will be explored. It focuses on the use of certain culturally-loaded terms 
and image-schematic structures (Aradi 2019). 
 
Home is where the heart is, as the saying goes. According to Hankiss (2014), our homes are 
both individual and universal features of our lives. As he argued, we have constantly sought 
refuge from the hardships of life (Hankiss 2014). A safe haven we continually rely on is our 
dwelling. Naturally, this moves beyond the physical prospects and features of our houses, as 
we turn them into our homes. Humans around the world and throughout history have built, 
decorated, and created their own centres of physical and emotional safety. From plants and 
everyday objects to religious trinkets and artefacts, we employ, use, and manipulate the spaces 
around us to escape the chaos of the world outside (Hankiss 2014). 
 
Evidently, these features are shaped by our lived experiences and beliefs. Therefore, it can be 
argued that the participant confides in and leans on certain culturally, and emotionally loaded 
physical objects and endeavours to create their own centre, their own haza. Since our physical 
environment and its influences are factors within our cognition (Evans 2012; Ellis 2019), they 
are bound to manifest in language use as well. Hence, studying its materialization within 
language use should illuminate facets of its construction and understanding. Along with this 
line of reasoning, we must take a detour and highlight the degree to which the term is used 
consciously.  
 
Herein, the employment and understanding of the term haza is thought of as a conscious 
endeavour with culturally shaped, unconscious aspects. We will turn to Aradi’s (2022) 
discussion of ész and elme to highlight a similar case in non-scientific Hungarian discourse. 
The paper’s argument will be further clarified by another study centring on cognizant decisions 
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about cultural schemas and their expressions in conceptual metaphor use (Aradi 2019). 
Similarly to the argument presented by Aradi (2022), this study sets forth the idea that although 
a term encompasses a shared conceptual basis in its uses, it can have different notions. These 
differences are marked by divergent and distinct uses, just as in the case of ész and elme (Aradi 
2022).  
 
Both ész and elme belong to the larger frame gondolkodás (“reasoning/thinking”) , but their 
application in language use presents a strongly marked contrast between the meanings of these 
two terms (Aradi 2022). They would be ordered on the macro cognitive contextual level, based 
on the culturally determined values attributed to intelligence and wisdom (Aradi, personal 
communication). As one of the meanings of haza is the intangible homeland residing on the 
macro and micro contextual levels, its uses and metaphoric extensions are likely to be different 
from the meaning found on the mezo level. This is in tandem with the metaphorical extensions 
seen in the cases of ész and elme, the former referring to and mostly used to describe rational, 
practical, and natural reasoning, and the latter being applied to cases with a focus on the 
complex, multifaceted nature of it (Aradi 2022). Thus, ész is linked to good judgement or the 
lack thereof, and elme is viewed as a complex mental system in her argument. Therefore, they 
are in complementary distribution, rather than true synonyms (Aradi 2022).    
 
Focusing on consciousness, even in the cases where an image-schematic concept is consciously 
refuted by the user or a larger interpretive community, its conceptual structure often remains 
detectable in discourse, especially in the case of schemas foundational in culture (Aradi 2019). 
In a similar vein, it is proposed that regardless of the participant’s conscious awareness and 
ideas surrounding the term haza, its prototypical elements and metaphorical extensions will 
highlight the culturally determined aspects that are mainly attributed to it.   
  
In short, the notions presented point to the diverse, individual, and interconnected nature of 
haza. Regarding Hankiss’s work (2014), the focus was on the importance of the human need to 
create our own centres within our own universe. Although certain aspects of it are culturally 
determined, it is a universal phenomenon shared across time and space (Hankiss 2014). The 
possibility of different interpretations of the term depending on cultural schemas and context 
of use has been explored through the works of Aradi (2019, 2022). All in all, it is proposed that 
haza can and should be considered as a multi-faceted, culturally determined, and deeply 
personal environment, not simply as a place of residence.    
 
 
1.4. Concluding remarks  
 
The literature review has highlighted theories and notions constitutive of our cognition in a 
general sense and their implications regarding the terminology and use of haza. Although 
perceived as highly theoretical, these principles govern our understanding of the world (Evans 
2012; Ellis 2019). The most important aspects reiterated in this part are the post-Cartesian view 
of cognition (Sinha 2007; Evans 2012; Ellis 2019), entrenchment, organisation and use of novel 
elements (Schmid 2007; Kövecses and Benzes 2010), and the multifaceted nature of haza from 
a sociological perspective and its understanding (Hankiss 2014; Aradi 2019; Aradi 2022).  
 
First of all, from a cognitive linguistic perspective, our cognition relies on a triad of the mind, 
the body, and culture (Sinha 2007; Evans 2012). With regard to the organisation of these 
elements, this paper follows the cognitive contextual levels proposed by Ellis (2019). These are 
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the macro, mezo, and micro levels, each accounting for larger cultural structures, institutional 
influences, and personal beliefs, to highlight a few (Ellis 2019). 
 
These elements are entrenched and stored in our mental repertoire based on frequency of 
occurrence, as well as contextual and cultural aspects (Schmid 2007; Kövecses & Benczes 
2010). In this system, elements are stored according to their prototypical and atypical properties, 
and scaffolded according to previously embedded elements and schematic structures (Schmid 
2007; Kövecses and Benczes 2010).  
 
Lastly, societal (Hankiss 2014), philosophical (Aradi 2019), and cognitive linguistic (Aradi 
2022) considerations point to the need and provide a basis for a diverse understanding of haza. 
Therefore, in this paper, haza is a context-dependent and culturally loaded linguistic 
phenomenon internalized within an individual. It describes the conscious and unconscious uses 
and understanding of the element.  
 
To conclude, the theories featured in the literature review not only account for our general 
understanding of the world but also lay the groundwork for the analysis of its elements. As the 
element haza is constitutive in our lives (Hankiss 2014), research on this topic might shed light 
on it and provide an additional perspective.  
 
 
2. Methodology 
 
The aim of this section is to present the method used to choose a participant, design the 
questionnaires, conduct the interviews, and analyse the data. As the study is longitudinal in 
nature, previously gathered information, details, and conclusions affected the second round of 
the interviews and the analyses. In each instance, the changes and modifications made will be 
highlighted.  

 
Based on the definitions provided by Dörnyei (2007), this work is an intrinsic case study, as it 
focuses on a certain aspect of cognition in the participant. However, this does not mean that the 
findings here do not resonate with others. Based on analytic generalization, it is possible to 
conduct future research that is based on this paper and its findings (Dörnyei 2007). The rationale 
behind a qualitative approach over a quantitative one is embedded in the nature of the study 
itself. As was put forth by Dörnyei (2007), qualitative approaches can result in more diverse 
and context-dependent descriptions of a given research interest. Since no larger studies have 
been conducted with this specific aim, it was determined that this approach would be the most 
fitting and effective.  
 
The participant of the study is a native-born Hungarian who grew up in rural Romania. His 
mother tongue is Hungarian, and he identifies with Hungarian linguaculture and ethnicity. A 
similar study has also investigated the life narrative and identity construction of a Hungarian 
who grew up outside of Hungary (Williams 2025). In contrast to the previous work, this study 
focuses on a specific aspect of life narrative and identity construction in the case of haza. So as 
not to reveal his identity, his original home’s name will not be released, as the village is too 
small to properly anonymize it. 
 
As for his personal life, it is important to note that in the last decade or so that he has spent in 
Hungary, he has attended secondary and tertiary education. Additionally, he has also met 
someone and become engaged. Their relationship started before the first interview, and they 
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got engaged before the second one. This might provide some additional context to his answers 
between the first and second interviews. Pertaining to aspects other than work and friends, his 
social relationships therefore now include a pre-family stage as well. Both interviews were 
conducted in flats that they had rented or had been renting together. This means they have been 
living together as a couple for the past three to four years.  
 
As for ethical considerations, the participant was properly informed about the research 
procedure and knew that it was completely anonymous. Moreover, he chose to participate in 
the second round of interviews as well. Lastly, no monetary compensation was provided for the 
participant; therefore, the results aim to present an unbiased view of the topic at hand.  
 
Further, each interview relied on a set of previously written questions (see Appendices). The 
second interview was revised after the first one, which consisted of 20 core questions based on 
Bucholtz and Hall’s principles (2005) of identity construction in language use. These are the 
emergence principle, the positionality principle, the indexicality principle, the relationality 
principle, and partialness (Bucholtz and Hall 2005). The emergence principle understands 
identity as a product of linguistic and semiotic mores (Bucholtz and Hall 2005). Questions 
related to the participant’s language use and shifts, such as the masking of dialectical language 
use are based on this view. The second principle, positionality, proposes that demographic 
categories, cultural positions, and specific, interaction-based temporary stances and roles 
emerge through linguistic interactions (Bucholtz and Hall 2005). Questions in connection with 
this principle explored the prior and current use of language connected to the ORIGINAL HOME. 
The indexicality principle includes the adoption of categories or labels to express the speaker’s 
identity, implying and supposing the identity positions of the speaker and that of the others 
(Bucholtz and Hall 2005). Questions focusing on this principle centre on the rural-urban divide 
and the labels Szegeder, Hungarian, and Romanian. 
 
As for the relationality principle, it uses the former principles as building blocks and categorizes 
identity into a relational phenomenon. These include similarity and difference, genuineness and 
artifice, and, lastly, authority and delegitimacy (Bucholtz and Hall 2005). Questions focusing 
on this principle encompass labelling, state-issued documents, and personal beliefs. The 
principle of partialness refers to the theory that any construction of identity can be a conscious 
decision that the person makes. These range from ideological processes, negotiation, and the 
influence of others. Questions raised during the interview, which are related to this principle, 
focus on actions performed by the participant to ensure that his own constructed identity is 
affirmed by external and internal factors (Bucholtz and Hall 2005).  
 
Evidently, the second interview was influenced by the first round. The two major changes are 
related to the format. Firstly, the interview moved away from a structured form. When 
compared with the first one, the results of this decision become clear. The participant explored 
and discussed areas by himself that were left unattended in the previous session. In the analysis 
of the previous data, some items were identified as unnecessary or wrong. In the recent one, 
these items performed as they were originally intended to. Therefore, opening up the interview 
gave way to richer and more profound responses. Furthermore, the first interview did not cover 
life narrative in the depth I had hoped for when designing it. Consequently, to address this issue, 
questions focusing on this aspect were added. The results of these additions were also positive, 
as the interviewee discussed this aspect of his life in more detail.  
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To analyse the data, specific prototypical uses were grouped into corresponding categories. For 
instance, the use and understanding of haza with regard to arriving home from work or 
elsewhere was placed into the subcategory of NEW HOME and on the mezo level. 
 

“amikor hétvégente jövünk-megyünk valahova, és írom a családnak, 
hogy na, hazaértünk” 
When we are out and about during the weekend and I text my family 
that we’ve gotten home. (my translation) 
 

In most cases, the distinctive uses are clarified by context, or they are explicitly marked, such 
as in the following cases. In the first, the exact location points to ORIGINAL HOME (OH), residing 
on the mezo level, whereas in the second, personal beliefs mark it as belonging to the 
subcategory of HOMELAND, on the micro level. 
 

“ha hazamentem OH-ra, akkor már ritkábban jártam,” 
When I went home to OH, by that time it was much rarer. (my 
translation) 

 
“Nekem lehet csak egy ilyen állomás lenne igazából, nem haza.” 
To me, it would be just a station/stage, to be honest, not home. (my 
translation) 
 

In short, the methodological aspects and adjustments have been presented above. The reason 
behind the selection of this participant was intentional. He had moved to Hungary from 
Romania, therefore providing additional aspects to HOMELAND. The questionnaire was designed 
based on the principles put forth by Bucholtz and Hall (2005). Certain additions were made 
based on the results of the first interview, which had taken place in the autumn of 2023. It can 
be concluded that the additions and modifications to the questionnaire yielded better results. 
Both interviews took place at the subject’s places of residence, in accordance with the theory 
of the extended mind (Ellis 2019). 
 
 
3. Analysis 
 
In this section, the focus will be on the participant’s application of the previously presented 
theoretical aspects. To reiterate, it is argued that haza resides within three subcategories and on 
three different cognitive contextual levels.  
 
On the macro level, we find haza referring to home as HOMELAND (HL). This subcategory aligns 
with the larger structures of cognition, such as traditions, political beliefs, and ideological 
frameworks. An example might be how one views homeland, what makes it a marker of 
identity, and how they would define it. This is in close correspondence with the micro level. 
Prototypical elements found in this domain are influenced by culturally determined aspects of 
cognition, which correspond to the macro level. Examples are being family-oriented, future 
prospects and goals, and personal affordances, such as comfort. Lastly, on the mezo level, we 
find larger social networks, friends, and everyday aspects attributed to dwellings, such as 
returning from work or doing daily chores. The subcategory for this will be NEW HOME (NH) 
and ORIGINAL HOME (OH) in the following. It has to be pointed out that the system is 
interconnected (Ellis 2019) (see Figure 1). 
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A constitutive part of autobiographical memory, life narration, and general language use in the 
field of cognitive linguistics is related to conceptual metaphors (Aradi 2019). As an additional 
factor, metaphors employed by the participant will be presented as well in the part on life 
narration. This section is therefore divided into two parts, the former focusing on the conceptual 
framing of haza, the latter centring on life narration with special focus attributed to conceptual 
metaphor. In each part, if there are differences between the responses given in the first and 
second interviews, these are noted.  

  

 
Figure 1.: Schematic representation of the cognitive contextual levels and their 

interconnectedness. Source: Based on Ellis 2019. 
 
 
3.1. The framing of haza and cognitive contextual levels 
 
This section encompasses the three subcategories and uses of haza on three different cognitive 
contextual levels. Based on a chronological order, first the subcategory of haza as ORIGINAL 

HOME (OH) will be discussed, and then the use of haza as NEW HOME (NH). This is followed 
by its interpretation in reference to HOMELAND (HL). After this section, the focus will shift 
towards the uses of haza in relation to the cognitive contextual levels. This will follow a bottom-
up method; therefore, meanings on the micro level will be discussed first, then on the mezo 
level, and lastly on the macro level.  
 
The subcategory of OH did not undergo major shifts, although some of its aspects have 
changed. The remaining elements centre on the contextual distinction between the use of haza. 
For instance, when the question was framed in terms of the habit of visiting home, the 
participant automatically switched to talking about the OH (see Table 1). 
 

Haza – Original Home 

First interview Second interview 

És milyen gyakran mész haza? 
Hát, haza-haza, kb. Havonta most 

már. 
 
And how often do you go home?  

[…] akkor hogyan válaszolsz erre, 
hogy milyen gyakran mész haza? 

Hát, hogyha ilyen formában feltéve ez 
a kérdés, akkor azt mondanám, hogy ilyen két 
havonta. 
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Well, I go home-home around once a 
month now.  (my translation) 
 

[…] then how would you answer the 
question of how often you go home?  
Well, if it’s framed like that, I’d say roughly 
every other month. (my translation) 

Table 1. haza – Original Home 
 

A similar case can be argued for NH as well. In this subcategory, aspects related to day-to-day 
living still occupy major parts of the subcategory. This was observed in the participant’s 
responses. For example, we can turn to the usual event of returning from work. In both 
interviews, these prototypical elements were within the bounds of NH (see Table 2).  
 

Haza – New Home 

First interview Second interview 

Oké, és akkor az első kérdés, hogy 
mikor értél haza?  

Ma?  
Igen.  
Hát, öt után, fél hat körül. 
És általában mikor szoktál hazaérni?  
Hát általában azért hamarabb, fél öt 

körül inkább, egy órában hamarabb. 
 
Okay, so the first question when did 

you get home?  
Today? 
Yes. 
Well, after five, around six. 
And when do you usually get home? 

Well, earlier, usually, around half past four, 
an hour earlier. (my translation) 

Gondolom ez most is, hogyha 
megkérdezik, hogy mikor értél haza, vagy 
mikor szoktál hazaérni, akkor...  Azok nem 
változtak meg.  

Igen, ezek nem is. 
 
So I guess, if you were asked when 

did you got home or when do you usually get 
home, then… Those haven’t changed.  

No, they haven’t. (my translation) 
 

Table 2. haza – New Home 
 
In the case of HL, the participant’s views did not change. During the first interview, prototypical 
elements attributed to HL were strongly influenced by OH, pointing out that HL contains 
linguistic and traditional influences, such as the use of the Hungarian language and the 
importance of family. Quite interestingly, during the second interview, he explicitly stated that 
Hungary as a country resides in this subcategory. This points to the complex nature of thought 
present in Hungarian minorities in the neighbouring states (see Table 3).  
 

Haza – Homeland  

First interview Second interview 

És szerinted mi a haza?  
Hát a haza szerintem, amúgy inkább 

azt jelenti, ahol felnőttél, és nem az, ahol 
most élsz. Talán majd később, az jelenti majd 

[…] szereted-e a hazádat, vagy hogy 
igen, megvédenéd-e a hazád, vagy ilyesmi, 
akkor én egyértelműen Magyarországra 
gondolok,  
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a hazát, ahol letelepszek és családot alapítok, 
de amíg ez nincs, addig az, ahol én felnőttem. 

 
And what do you think home is?  

Well, I think home means the place where 
you grew up, and not the place where you live 
right now. Maybe later, home will be where I 
settle down and start a family, but until then, 
it’s where I grew up. (my translation) 

 
[…] whether you love your home or 

would defend your home or something like 
that, then I unequivocally think of Hungary,  
(my translation) 

Table 3. haza – Homeland 
 
In relation to shifts, the two major distinctions between the first and second interviews are 
related to social context and the use of labels as markers of identity. With regard to the first 
one, there is a sharp distinction between the quality and nature of friends, friendships, and social 
connections. In the first interview, these prototypical elements resided in the subcategory of 
OH. As the subject’s friendships in OH have faded, this element can no longer be attributed to 
that subcategory; consequently, it now belongs to NH. The participant noted that certain aspects 
of friendship, such as good-natured banter, no longer occur in the context of OH. This is further 
intensified by the participant’s feelings of missing out in connection with language use. He 
particularly noted novel slang words as signs of this divide, and the fact that when he visits OH, 
the village feels strange.    
 
A similar transition can be observed in the use of labels. In the first interview, the participant 
regarded the label referring to OH as the place of origin as factual. He added that if he were 
called a “Szegeder,” he would not disagree, but notes that it is not his original home. By the 
second round, these have transformed. The use of OH as a place of origin is no longer accurate 
in his view, and he did not mention any possible comments he would make if he were called a 
“Szegeder” (see Table 4).  
 

“Szegeder” as an identity marker  

First interview Second interview 

És hogyha valaki szegedinek 
szólítana? 

Hát azért, mondanám, hogy hát 
vagyok én tősgyökeres szegedi, én csak így itt 
vagyok. 

And what about being called a 
Szegeder?  

Well, I’d say that I wasn’t born and 
bred here, I’m just here. (my translation) 
 

És mi van a szegedivel? Hogyha 
valaki azt mondaná, hogy szegedi vagy, mi 
lenne rá a...  

Hát azt mondanám, hogy igen, az 
vagyok.  

És OH-i?   
Hát... nem... Igazából arra nem 

mondanám egyértelműen azt, hogy igen, OH-
I vagyok, hanem azt mondanám, hogy igen, 
ott születtem, onnan szálmazom. 

 
And what about “Szegeder”? If 

someone said that you are from Szeged, what 
would… 

Well, I’d say, yes, I am. 
And that you are OH-er/ian?  
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Well… no … To be honest, I 
wouldn’t unequivocally say yes I’m OH-
er/ian, I’d say that that’s where I was born, 
and where I’m from. (my translation) 

 

Table 4.: “Szegeder” as an identity marker 
 
Overall, the subcategories of OH and NH have undergone changes in connection with their 
prototypical elements. The two most notable ones are related to labels and social networks. By 
having lived in Szeged for years, his social network has been modified to accommodate his 
present needs. Additionally, labels once thought of as factual or in need of modification have 
reversed. In the case of HL, no major restructuring can be reported.  
 
Moving on to cognitive contextual levels, noticeable variations can be observed. These are most 
apparent in the cases of the macro and micro levels. Shifts on the macro level do not stray from 
the crux of the matter mentioned in the first interview, but certain elements have been added. 
On the mezo level, no major changes occurred. Lastly, on the micro level, which encompasses 
the most personal and intimate aspects of cognition, differences between essential features have 
been found.  
 
Haza on the micro level embodies the notions related to the complete frame of HOME. Some of 
its aspects, therefore, do belong to all three subcategories; however, it is argued that since it is 
deeply personal, it cannot be treated as a simple byproduct of cultural or political beliefs or 
place of domicile. In contrast to the first interview, the participant noted that haza on the micro 
level is the place where you grew up and where your family lives. Evidently, changes have 
occurred, as his views became much more complex in the second interview. The importance of 
family remained; nevertheless, the composition of the FAMILY frame now includes SETTLING 

DOWN and the POSSIBILITY OF FUTURE CHILDREN. This was further stratified by the elements of 
FUTURE POSSIBILITIES, PRESENT ENJOYMENT, PRESENT/LOCAL SOCIAL NETWORKS, and 
OWNERSHIP. These were completely absent in the first interview, which presented a more 
retrospective point of view.  
 
The notion of haza on the mezo level is mostly comprised of OH and NH. As the participant 
was able to seamlessly switch between the two, it is highly context-dependent. Haza and its 
synonyms, otthon and itthon, were used to differentiate between the two. Otthon mostly referred 
to OH, as it contains the demonstrative adverb ott, meaning “there,” while itthon indicates NH, 
as it consists of itt, meaning “here” as a demonstrative adverb. Naturally, their uses are not 
simply limited to these subcategories. As the complexities of these terms should be explored 
on their own, further details and claims would be unsubstantial in this study.  
 
The important aspect of creating one’s own little universe, noted by Hankiss (2014), has to be 
pointed out. Even in the first interview, where NH did not contain the micro-level elements 
attributed to haza that are present in the participant’s current perspective, the importance of 
creating one’s little nook was mentioned. Naturally, this became more complex and diverse, 
with notions such as COMFORT and OWNERSHIP. With reference to ownership, mundane and 
emotionally loaded objects were both mentioned. Focusing on the latter, a plant and a plush toy 
(Sárgamaci, meaning “yellow bear”) were pointed out as constants by the participant.  
 
The macro level involves elements shared by language users situated in a given linguaculture 
(Ellis 2019). Naturally, the participant’s views do influence them and are influenced by them. 
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However, unlike in the case of the micro level, where the individualistic aspects of haza are 
located, these stances are more representative of the community, not the individual. In the case 
of the participant, elements on the macro level of haza centre on Hungary and Hungarian as a 
language and nationality. Evidently, related identity markers were mentioned. Haza on this 
level is closely tied to HL, but it is not bound by its geographical reality. With regard to the last 
point, the participant mentioned his wish for a unified Hungary, shared by millions within and 
outside the borders of the country. All in all, in this particular case, it can be argued that the 
frame of HOME can be divided into three subcategories. Furthermore, it resides on three 
cognitive contextual levels.  
 
The subcategories are HOMELAND (HL), NEW HOME (NH), and ORIGINAL HOME (OH). In the 
case of HOMELAND, changes can be observed. Most importantly, the prototypical elements 
attributed to it have shifted from elements related to OH to NH, which consequently marked 
Hungary as a centre of HL. NEW HOME has undergone changes as well. Related elements were 
carried over from ORIGINAL HOME, marking it as a more influential place than previously. 
 
In relation to cognitive contextual levels, interpretations of haza show distinct views and 
elements on each level. On the macro level, traditional cultural aspects and larger markers of 
identity, such as language use and nationality, are present. On the mezo level, elements from 
OH and NH can be found simultaneously. This can be attributed to specific additions to the 
level from different institutional settings, features, and individuals in those institutional settings. 
Also, its use is highly context-dependent. Lastly, on the micro level, individual features are 
present. Significant changes on this level are the shifts observed in the frame FAMILY, which is 
still present, but its prototypical elements have been restructured to prioritize new additions 
from NH. Additional elements were also observed, such as PRESENT/LOCAL SOCIAL NETWORKS 

and OWNERSHIP. 
 
What we can conclude from these changes is that the subframes themselves do not necessarily 
reside on fixed cognitive contextual levels. If that were the case, elements on the mezo level 
attributed to OH could not have been carried over to NH. This further supports the flexible 
nature of our cognition (Evans 2012; Ellis 2019), our mental frameworks (Kövecses and 
Benczes 2010), and entrenchment (Schmid 2007), as major developments, modifications, and 
shifts have resulted in noticeable differences. These are most prominent in the case of the micro 
level, and the subcategories of OH and NH.    
 
 
3.2. Metaphors in life narration 
 
Metaphors are pervasive in language use (Kövecses 2020). Therefore, it is not surprising that 
the participant relied on them whilst narrating his own life and experiences. This section aims 
to present the most notable cases in the data. 
First of all, metaphors represent mapping between a source and target domain, which reside in 
different domains of experience (Kövecses 2020). These are highly culture-dependent 
(Kövecses 2014). These conceptual mappings are employed to better understand and navigate 
within relatively intangible concepts (Kövecses 2020). Such abstract cases are life, friendships, 
unfamiliarity, and intimacy. In the following, these uses will be discussed (see Table 5).  
 
 

 
“Az egész világ elém tárult” 

 
LIFE IS A JOURNEY 
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The whole world opened up 
before me. (my translation) 

 

 
“Hova tovább középsuliba?” 

Where to next for 
highschool? (my translation) 
 

 
CHANGE IS MOVEMENT 

 
“onnan folytatjuk, ahol 

befejeztük” 
“We pick up where we left 

off” (my translation) 
 

 
FRIENDSHIP IS A JOURNEY 

 
“ha felvennék a fonalat” 

If they picked up the thread 
again. (literal translation) 

 

 
FRIENDSHIP IS AN OBJECT/ A 

THREAD 
 

 
“nem magyar az anyanyelv 

és amiatt olyan hideg” 
The mother tongue isn’t 

Hungarian, so it’s cold” (my 
translation) 

 

 
LACK OF INTIMACY IS A LACK 

OF HEAT 

Table 5. Uses of metaphors 
 
First and foremost, it has to be pointed out that these cases are not exhaustive of the interviews. 
They are selected instances of metaphor use that complement the aim of the study. In the case 
of LIFE IS A JOURNEY, a near-universal metaphor (Kövecses 2020), the participant relied on it to 
narrate the possible roads and paths to take after completing secondary school and enrolling at 
university. This perfectly encapsulates the relationship between the source and target domains, 
as he referred to a known feeling to describe the unknown and exciting possibilities that lay in 
front of him. Moving on to CHANGE IS MOVEMENT, the participant used the metaphor to describe 
the inner feelings about completing elementary school.  
 
When discussing friendships, two interesting uses of metaphors were observed. In the first 
interview, when the participant felt closer to his friends from his original home, he used the 
metaphor FRIENDSHIP IS A JOURNEY, to describe its continuation when reunited with them. Later, 
when their friendship became less tight, the metaphor of FRIENDSHIP IS AN OBJECT/ A THREAD 
was employed. The use of this metaphor refers to the wish expressed by the participant to 
reignite their friendship.  
 
Lastly, in a case rather important for the thesis of embodied cognition, the physical sensation 
of feeling cold was used to describe an unknown place. This shows that the LACK OF INTIMACY 

IS A LACK OF HEAT metaphor is also used in life narration.  



 

35 
 

 
In short, two points are important to reiterate. First, metaphors are pervasive and function as 
conceptual mappings through which we can understand abstract concepts through more 
concrete domains of experience (Kövecses 2020). Second, they were employed by the 
participant as well in describing his experiences, thoughts, and feelings. Friendships, the way 
in which we perceive life, and change are integral parts of our experiences as humans. By using 
conceptual metaphors, we can understand, process, and order our lives consistent with our 
perspectives.   
 
 
Conclusion 
 
All in all, this paper has explored the multifaceted word haza in the case of a Hungarian 
participant. It has been proposed that, as it is highly context-dependent, its use can be grouped 
into three subcategories. Additionally, since it is deeply interconnected with our experiences 
and views, it resides on all three cognitive contextual levels. These are the results of the nature 
of entrenchment (Schmid 2007), conceptual framing (Kövecses and Benczes 2010), and our 
cognition in general (Evans 2012; Ellis 2019). The uses of metaphors were observed and 
presented in connection with life narratives as well. 
 
The study is longitudinal in nature, as the data were collected via two interviews conducted 
almost three years apart. For the first interview, a more structured questionnaire was used, 
whereas for the second one, the discussion was more open. In both instances, the questions were 
organised around Bucholtz’s and Hall’s work (2005) on identity construction within language 
use. The subsequent interview was influenced by the first. 
 
On the whole, it can be argued that haza as a term did present itself in the mental repertoire of 
the participant as three different subcategories and on three different cognitive contextual 
levels. For the former, the subcategories of haza as HOMELAND, ORIGINAL HOME, and NEW HOME 
were present with different prototypical elements. For the latter, the cognitive contextual levels 
showed high levels of interconnectedness not only with one another, but also with the 
subcategories. Nevertheless, there were different and distinctive notions on each level that 
cannot be attributed to or understood in other contexts.  
As a result of the study’s longitudinal nature, certain shifts were observed. This not only bears 
out the fluid and ever-changing nature of cognition, but also demonstrates that the subcategories 
and cognitive contextual levels cannot be understood in the same domain. As was pointed out, 
elements on the mezo level attributed to ORIGINAL HOME could not have been carried over to 
NEW HOME if that were the case.  
 
The use of conceptual metaphors was also present, further confirming their pervasive nature in 
language use. The metaphors under analysis showed that the participant not only relies on them 
to understand, but also to express his feelings and thoughts about the term haza and his life.  
To conclude, this paper set out to highlight the highly varied nature of haza. It aimed to present 
a reliable framework for understanding the use of this word in life narrative, which may also be 
applied in further cases. In connection with the last point, further studies should be conducted 
to explore the word outside the case presented here, thus expanding the number of participants. 
Additionally, interviews within similar timeframes should be conducted to deepen our insight 
into the word and its flexible nature.    
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Appendices 
 
1. Questions for the first interview. (Hungarian) 
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2. Questions for the first interview (English) 
 

 
 
3. Guideline for the second interview (Hungarian) 
 
A második interjút megelőzően az a döntés született, hogy korábban alkalmazott strukturált 
módszertől eltérek. Ennek célja az volt, hogy a résztvevő szabadabban és nyitottabban tudjon 
beszélni a témáról. Bizonyos kérdéseket ezért inkább implicit módon fogalmaztam meg, míg 
másokat explicit módon tettem fel. Az általam érintett főbb témák a következők voltak: 

● A haza fogalmának megítélése  
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● Nyelvjárásbeli változások  
● Állami dokumentumok és ezek hatása az alany identitására  
● Érzelmi jelentőséggel bíró tárgyak  
● Megnevezés és annak hatása az identitásra, különös tekintettel a „szegedi”  és 

„otthoni” megnevezésre 
● A „haza” definíciója 

 
 
4. Guideline for the second interview. (English) 

 
For the second interview, I have decided to move away from the structured method applied 
previously. This was done so as to ensure the participant could speak more freely and openly. 
Certain questions were therefore more implicitly mentioned, whereas some were explicitly 
stated. The basic topics I included were:  
 

(6) Conscious differentiation between haza  
(7) Dialect change  
(8) State issued documents and their effects on identity 
(9) Influential and sentimental objects  
(10) Labels and identity, mostly centring around Szegeder and the label of the 

original home 
(11) Definition of haza 

 
 
Data: 
The raw and redacted data is available if requested.  
Contact: bognar.markw1@gmail.com  
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Abstract: Thomas Jefferson considered Native Americans to be a race on the way to extinction, 
with their individual members still redeemable through assimilation. One reason for his view 
was that he regarded them as people living in misery and hence offered them the opportunity to 
improve their conditions by adopting white European ways of subsistence. In this paper, I hope 
to show that a major factor in his design for the process was his conception of the pursuit of 
happiness, most memorably articulated in his Declaration of Independence, which he presumed 
to apply to all human beings. His plan to assimilate the indigenous people of the United States 
was also informed by his more generalizing vision of womanhood and manhood, rooted in 
sentimental conceptions of personal relations. Nonetheless, I also assert that his paternalistic 
application of the concept in the case of Native Americans led to its practical violation. 
Jefferson’s imposition of his white republican ideal on Native Americans, replacing traditional 
gender roles for male heads of their families as well as for women, ultimately led to the 
obliteration of Native cultures.  
 
Keywords: Thomas Jefferson, happiness, Native Americans, acculturation, Enlightenment 
 
 
Although rarely discussed by scholarship, the idea of happiness constituted a substantial part of 
Thomas Jefferson’s thought, either in an overt or in a covert manner. He thought it to be “the 
aim of life” (Jefferson to William Short, October 31, 1819, in Jefferson 1977, 567), and in the 
broader Jeffersonian universe, it assumed several aspects ranging from the “material” to the 
“spiritual,” the “domestic,” and the “moral” (Zuochang 1999, 301). Perhaps in its best-known 
form, it appears as one of the “inalienable rights” in the Declaration of Independence drafted 
by him. Furthermore, it also informed his ideas about the education of the individual self, 
promoting their happiness. (“Declaration of Independence” in Jefferson 1977, 236–41; 
Schlesinger 1964; Zuochang 1999; “Report of the Commissioners for the University of 
Virginia” in Jefferson 1977, 335, 337). 
 
Such an orientation might suggest a pluralistic vision on the part of Jefferson, who thought 
happiness to be an individual concern and would thus depend on individual choice. However, 
a closer look at his application of the principle will reveal a homogenizing tendency, and one 
peculiar case demonstrating it could be his attitude toward Native Americans and their 
acculturation under white paternalistic guidance. Consequently, in this essay, I will address the 
question of Jefferson’s understanding of happiness pertaining to Native Americans of his time, 
as well as its problematic aspects derived from his misunderstanding of their cultures. I am 
going to argue that his project for saving Natives from extinction through assimilation was 
ultimately aimed at making them suitable for pursuing happiness in the best possible way 
Jefferson imagined, that is, through adapting white ways of subsistence. His recipe for 
happiness for Natives, however, thus ignored the material conditions necessary for the survival 
of indigenous cultures in North America. As will be seen, Jefferson held the material aspect of 
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happiness for Natives of primary importance, ignoring others, implying that the rest would 
come together with the first. 
  
The subject of happiness in Jefferson’s oeuvre has been addressed as a general concept, with 
no differentiation among various groups of people (cf. Oakes 2002; Zhouchang 1999). Thus, 
no attempt has been made to see how he envisaged it in the case of Natives. Furthermore, 
literature dealing with Jefferson’s understanding of indigenous cultures in the United States, as 
well as his plans for their assimilation, has ignored the connection between these people’s fate 
and his own understanding of what happiness should consist of for them (cf. Sheehan 1973; 
Wallace, 1999; Bergeron 2017; Hellenbrand 1985; Keller 2000; Onuf 1999; Owens 2002; Sayre 
2009). 
 
For a starting point, one can agree with historian James Oakes, who has claimed that two broad 
systems of philosophical treatment of happiness characterized Jefferson’s thought in general: 
the Enlightenment version and the Romantic one. The former held that people could achieve 
happiness within society, in their relation to others, making its pursuit conditional upon limiting 
the power of government so as to prevent it from taking away the products of their labor as an 
infringement upon their right to pursue happiness. By contrast, the Romantic view held that 
individuals could feel happy only when unrestrained by society, being their natural selves; 
society would prevent them from realizing their original, natural selves and thus enjoying 
happiness. Such an understanding of the natural origin of happiness came to be realized in 
Jefferson’s promoting farming as an ideal economic activity because of its strong connection 
with nature and the yeoman farmer as the happiest human on earth (Oakes 2002, 224–225). 
Agriculture proved to be the most productive activity for him through which all the various 
aspects of happiness—spiritual, material, domestic, or moral—would merge and be fulfilled 
(Zuochang 1999, 301–302). 
 
The Enlightenment version of happiness was articulated in the Declaration of Independence 
and promoted it as an “inalienable” right and hence to be regarded as immune to government 
intervention. Moreover, it was to be protected by the government. In other words, this version 
of happiness was understood as a clear denial of government activism in the pursuit of 
individual happiness. By contrast, the Romantic version did allow for the role of government 
in the process. The contrast between evil society and virtuous nature, and farming as a virtuous 
activity for every human being committed to such an ideal, was, paradoxically, connected with 
government as an agent facilitating the condition for the Romantic version of happiness. 
Jefferson himself, as president in his first term, hoped to create such conditions for Americans 
to pursue this ideal embedded in nature through the Louisiana Purchase of 1803, adding a 
sizable portion of arable land for American farmers interested in the pursuit of happiness in the 
West. 
 
As will be seen in connection with Natives, Jefferson employed the Romantic conception of 
happiness when requiring them to become assimilated into white American society. 
Nonetheless, as a violation of the nonintervention part of his argument, he assigned an active 
role to the government in making Indians happy farmers. Such a Romantic, natural conception 
of happiness, at the same time, was incongruent with Jefferson’s broad, general vision of Native 
American cultures and was based on an ambiguous assessment of their level of cultural 
development. On the one hand, he considered them “natural republicans” (Onuf 2000, 19), that 
is to say, people living within political structures of self-government with the minimal degree 
of control over the individual, also belonging to the species “Homo Sapiens Europaeus” 
(Jefferson 1984, 187; Onuf 2000, 25).  
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Jefferson found the societies of Native Americans superior to those of European nations. 
Although occupying a higher degree of civilization than the Indians of America, the latter live 
under laws and government exerting unjustified power over them. The indigenous people of 
the New World, however, live in small societies and hence need no laws or government to 
maintain order. Instead of “coercion,” they rely on the moral sense in restraining individuals. 
According to him, this is the reason why they have a low crime rate among themselves and are 
”happier” than their European counterparts (Jefferson 1977, 134). On the other hand, he also 
considered them underdeveloped in their way of living compared to European white Americans, 
posing an obstacle to their moving ahead (Grinde 1999, 195, 208), and he also argued for their 
status being the result of environmental factors and not inherent traits of the race (Boulton 
1991).  
 
The reason that Jefferson associated farming with happiness and Natives with unhappiness lay 
in his general view of human historical development, rooted in general Enlightenment 
philosophy. According to the stadial theory of human development, fully developed by Scottish 
thinkers, human societies would necessarily undergo four stages of advancement based on 
different ways of subsistence. These stages follow each other in chronological order. The first 
and least developed one is the hunter-gatherer stage, the second being the pastoral one, with 
people feeding on domesticated animals, living a nomadic lifestyle. Human societies tend to 
reach the next stage, which means farming, and it was believed by Jefferson to be the most 
desirable form of subsistence. The highest form of stadial development consisted in the 
commercial stage of society, also signaling manufacturing as the predominant form of 
economic activity (Meek 1976, 2–6, 99–126, 162–74). Nonetheless, Jefferson also understood 
them as subjects of broader historical processes related to the spatial movement of white 
European civilization in the West. As he explored his vision to William Ludlow late in his life: 
“Let a philosophic observer commence a journey from the savages of the Rocky Mountains, 
eastwardly towards our seacoast . . . There he would observe in the earliest stage of association 
living under no law but that of nature, subsisting and covering themselves with the flesh and 
skins of wild beasts” (September 6, 1824, Jefferson 1977, 583). 
 
He, then, perceived Native Americans as a people representing the first and thus the least 
developed cultural stage in the geographical and chronological advancement of civilization; 
thus, they were doomed to be replaced by later and more advanced representatives of 
civilizational development. As Jefferson maintained: “Barbarism has . . . been receding before 
the steady step of amelioration; and will in time, I trust, disappear from the earth” (583). As a 
result, Indians were either to be swept over by the tide of civilization and become extinct as a 
nation or would survive only as individuals, losing their “savage” culture. Cultural death was 
the price that they were to pay for their physical survival, Jefferson thought, but, one should 
add immediately, he also connected that survival with the possibility of greater happiness for 
them. At the same time, Jefferson associated countries such as Britain, which had reached the 
highest stage of social and economic development, with most of their populations engaged in 
commercial and industrial activities. Yet, such societies, he argued, were also characterized by 
the corruption of morals, dependence, and poverty (Peterson 1977, 217; McCoy 1980, 19–20, 
185–87). He argued, then, that too much of civilization would lead to a generation inimical to 
the generation of happiness in a nation. Americans, however, were at the ideal stage of farming 
as a basic form of subsistence, sustaining themselves in a morally acceptable manner (Jefferson 
1977, 216–217). 
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Jefferson’s perception of Native American cultures was in part inspired by his nationalism, 
which he articulated at length in his Notes on the State of Virginia (1781). He designed the work 
to provide an informed insider’s view of his own state and, through that, that of the USA for 
François, marquis de Barbé-Marbois, a French aristocrat with an interest in the New World. A 
considerable amount of Jefferson’s effort in the work was devoted to refuting claims that the 
American continent was inferior to the Old World, as articulated primarily by Georges-Louis 
Leclerc, Comte de Buffon. The Frenchmen provided a strong critique of the New World, 
comprising, among others, presumptions about the climate of the place that he found inimical 
to vegetation in general and human life in particular. His major claim was the adverse nature of 
the climate of the American continent, owing to its being cold and moist, since such conditions 
fail to promote growth. One consequence of this, according to Buffon, was that species in 
America were smaller in size and fewer in number than in the Old World (Jefferson 1977, 78). 
Jefferson took great pains to refute such assertions, even arguing that the mammoth, which he 
believed was still found in the northern part of the American continent, was obviously larger 
than the elephant found in arid, hot parts of the world (Jefferson 1977, 77, 79). (In arguing so, 
he, in fact, seems to have approximated Carl Bergman’s law about the size of species being 
superior with decreasing temperature, which is found valid today. cf. Freckleton, Harvey, and 
Pagel 2003). 
 
Jefferson had an even more formidable task to fulfill when it came to Native Americans in 
Buffon’s condescending view of the New World. The French natural scientist argued that 
Native American males were inferior in bodily traits in comparison with their white 
counterparts. Their mental and behavioral abilities also lagged behind those of Europeans, he 
maintained (Jefferson 1977, 93–94). In other words, Buffon implied the American continent to 
be a basically wretched and unhappy place with miserable and unhappy people as well as 
animals living there. In response, Jefferson felt the urge to show that none of that was correct 
to assert. The inferiority of the continent á la Buffon would have implied not just the inferiority 
of Natives but also all other species on the continent. In fact, Jefferson did not attempt to contest 
Buffon’s claims about the inferior bodily structure of Native American males, for instance, but 
strove to show that it was all the result of the circumstances under which they lived. More 
exercise and better “diet” would contribute to their development in bodily stature and strength 
(Jefferson 1977, 95). Tilling the soil themselves instead of their wives would make them 
stronger and would also benefit the former, making life for the latter less demanding, providing 
more opportunity for them to have more children than Buffon imagined (Jefferson 1977, 97). 
Thus, ironically, Buffon’s negative thesis about the New World became, in Jefferson’s hands, 
a tool for generating national pride. In the latter’s account, Natives’ unhappiness was not caused 
by the environment or their nature, but by the stage of civilization that they were embedded in. 
The superior environment of the New World could thus be a factor in their pursuing happiness. 
 
Most interestingly, Jefferson also connected the negative features of Native American cultures 
with the gender division of labor amongst them. In a remarkable passage of the Notes, he argued 
how, as opposed to white European women, Native American females were “submitted to 
unjust drudgery,” performing physical labor associated with white male farmers (Jefferson 
1984, 185). But all this, Jefferson suggested, may not be the choice of Native women, who were 
forced by the “stronger sex” to perform menial tasks: it was a general feature of “barbarian” 
societies, he claimed, where women were not treated by men as their equals (186). According 
to him, such equality could only develop under “civilization” (186). The reason was, he pointed 
out, that men of “barbarian” societies tended to pursue their own “selfish” interests. Only 
civilized people would have the capacity to move beyond that and endorse “natural equality” 
for women (186, 185). For Jefferson, then, Native American women, because of the harsh 
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treatment by their male spouses, could not be happy by his standards. They lived in an 
unfortunate, oppressive relationship which was, by definition, hostile to their happiness. 
 
The broader pattern of difference in terms of civilization between Native and Euro-American 
cultures, however, also had a bearing upon Native American cultures at large in Jefferson’s 
eyes. Men could not be happy, either, in such a system because of its general, unfavorable 
features, he believed. The hunter-gatherer stage of social development that characterized Native 
societies, Jefferson argued, could not bring them prosperity and happiness by definition. The 
“savage” way of life would not result in the same living standards as the white European way 
of subsistence (Jefferson 1984, 220). He described this stage of social development as a “state 
of barbarism and wretchedness” with people “eating acorns and roots” (Jefferson 1984, 461). 
Jefferson also pointed out that their current lifestyle resulted in Native Americans being 
exposed to starvation, especially when they were waging war, but they also were compelled to 
suffer from hunger even when staying at home. As he maintained in the Notes, “Even at their 
homes the nation depends for food, through a certain part of every year, on the gleanings of the 
forest: that is, they experience a famine once in every year” (Jefferson 1977, 97). Because of 
its generic features, Native Americans leaving the state of social development was bound to 
result in happiness for them, men and women alike, according to Jefferson. Their assimilation 
through the adoption of white ways was to bring happiness for all. 
 
As he imagined, the road to happiness for Natives led through their males adopting the Euro-
American way of farming and their females engaging in domestic chores only. Such a reversal 
of gender roles and reverting to the “natural” division of gender-based labor, according to 
Jefferson, was to generate greater productivity and thus greater happiness for Natives. Farming 
was to supersede hunting, so he demanded of Choctaw leaders in 1803, for instance: “A little 
land cultivated, and a little labor, will procure more provisions than the most successful hunt; 
and a woman will clothe more by spinning and weaving, than a man by hunting.” (December 
17, 1803, in Jefferson 1984, 559). Jefferson was convinced of the superiority of farming over 
hunting, not only because of the former scoring higher on the scale of social development, but 
also because of his belief in its greater efficiency in terms of food production. While hunting 
provided Natives with a rather limited amount of food, agricultural production was to increase 
their access to such resources massively. As he put it in Notes, “Where food is regularly 
supplied, a single farm will shew [sic] more of cattle, than a whole country of forests can of 
buffaloes [sic]” (Jefferson 1977, 97). 
 
Jefferson, then, was confident about the beneficial effect of the proposed change on Native 
communities. Farming by men and clothes production by women would be the key to their 
happiness. As he also explained to Seneca Chief Handsome Lake, “Persuade our brethren to be 
sober and to cultivate their lands, and their women to spin and weave for their families. You 
will soon see your women and children well fed and clothed, your men living happily in peace 
and plenty, and your numbers increasing from year to year” (Jefferson to Brother Handsome 
Lake, November 1, 1802, in Jefferson 1984, 556). Furthermore, such an achievement would 
show favorably on the leaders of Native communities, as he claimed in the same speech: “It 
will be a great glory to you to have been the instrument of so happy a change and your children’s 
children, from generation to generation, will repeat your name with love and gratitude for ever” 
(556–57). 
 
At the same time, the desired transformation of Native cultures was also expected to go together 
with greater happiness for whites, not a secondary consideration for Jefferson. The logic behind 
this was that by shifting to farming, Natives would need less land to sustain themselves, and 
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hence they would be in a position, in Jefferson’s words, “to dispose of parts of their surplus and 
waste lands” (“Draft of Jefferson’s 5th Annual Message,” December 3, 1805, in Jefferson, 
1904–5, vol. 10, 194). This, in turn, would mean more land for white farmers to buy and provide 
for their families (Confidential message on expedition to the Pacific, 18 January 1803, in 
Jefferson 1904–5, vol. 9, 427). 
 
Jefferson’s call for Natives to give up land for white appropriation as a win-win situation had 
other motivations, too. He argued that by selling their land, Natives would have the chance of 
generating income in the first place. As he explained this in a letter to Andrew Jackson in 1803, 
“When [Indians] shall cultivate small spots of earth, and see how useless their extensive forests 
are, they will sell, from time to time, to help out their personal labor in stocking their farms, 
and procuring clothes and comforts from our trading houses.” (February 16, 1803, Jefferson 
1903–4, vol. 10, 358; see also Jefferson to William H. Harrison, February 27, 1803, Jefferson 
1903–4, vol. 10, 370.) He explained the method in the draft of his fifth annual message to 
Congress in 1805: The indigenous people of the United States would understand that “it [is] 
their interest from time to time to dispose of parts of their surplus & waste lands for the means 
of improving those they occupy, and of subsisting their families while they are preparing their 
farms.”  (Draft of Jefferson’s 5th Annual Message, December 3, 1805, in Jefferson, 1904–5, 
vol. 10, 194).  In other words, through selling off their surplus lands, they could generate income 
to increase the efficiency of production in the already existing ones, thereby contributing to the 
outcome of their now western style of farming. Also, in doing so, they could enhance the 
standard of living for their families. 
 
The second benefit of Natives giving up hunting grounds, according to Jefferson, was that they 
would not have to fight constant wars to defend their hunting grounds against other tribes, and 
in doing so, they could save time for farming and providing for their families. As he elaborated 
on the problem to the delegates of the Wolf and Mandan people visiting him as president, “If 
you will cease to make war on one another, if you will live in friendship with all mankind, you 
can employ all your time in providing food and clothing for yourselves and your families” 
(“Jefferson to the Wolf and People of the Mandan Nation,” December 30, 1806, in Jefferson 
1984, 565). For Jefferson, maintaining and utilizing hunting grounds by Natives implied the 
inferiority of hunting as a subsistence activity: in the first place, it did not equal the appropriate 
use of the land, because, as he explains here, from the viewpoint of efficiency, it wasted the 
time and lives of those involved. The rivalry for hunting grounds would necessitate the use of 
violence against competing tribes, thus underlining its inferior nature in comparison to farming, 
a peaceful and more nourishing activity. Thus, by selling their lands, the indigenous people of 
the United States would also buy peace on top of adopting a new culture, ensuring happiness 
for them as well as their families. 
 
Moreover, such a way of pursuing happiness by Native Americans would also promote the 
happiness of others in Jefferson’s mind. By selling parts of their hunting grounds, inadvertently, 
as it were, they would make room for white settlers to occupy land in the west. In doing so, 
they would help the US government solve the problem of land hunger for its increasing 
population, or “the rapid increase of our numbers will call for,” as he explained in his message 
to the Congress (Confidential message on expedition to the Pacific, 18 Jan. 1803, in Jefferson, 
Works, vol. 9, 427). Or as he explained to his Indian agent Benjamin Hawkins, dealing with 
tribes south of the Ohio river, “While [Indians] are learning to do better on less land, our 
increasing numbers will be calling for more land, and thus a coincidence of interests will be 
produced between those who have lands to spare, and want other necessities, and those who 
have such necessities to spare, and want lands” (February 18, 1803, Jefferson 1903–4, vol. 10, 
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362). Ultimately, then, the indigenous people of the United States selling off their surplus land 
also promoted Jefferson’s basic plan in political economy, that is, catering to the needs of a 
growing white population by providing a sizable reserve of arable land in the West. This was a 
lifelong pursuit for him, providing motivation in such projects as the Louisiana Purchase of 
1803. Moreover, such a move would also promote his desire to keep America at the forefront 
of progress and civilization by preserving it at the farming stage of social development as long 
as possible (Jefferson 1977, 216–217). 
 
Nonetheless, such reasoning had erroneous underpinnings as well as dire consequences for 
Jefferson’s Indians. The demand for Natives to change their attitude to land had the effect of 
undermining their economic system based on the fur trade, the major source of their income. 
Selling their land resulted in shrinking hunting grounds with the concomitant but undesirable 
consequence of diminishing economic opportunities for them (Sheehan 1983, 678–68, 169, 
171). At the same time, urging Natives to sell off their surplus land was also in line with the 
European conception of making use of the land. As historian Bernard Sheehan has pointed out, 
one rationale behind Jeffersonian land policy was related to the idea of making use of land, 
giving up the surplus to others for cultivation: “Civilization required a direct relation between 
the individual and the soil. It marked off the bounds of earthly endeavor by limiting the Indian’s 
property to the amount he could cultivate with the work habits acquired from the white man” 
(169). The lack of cultivated land made no sense to him or other white European thinkers; it 
basically equaled wilderness, open to human occupation, settlement, and cultivation, otherwise 
it was to turn into waste. Unfortunately for the Natives, however, this method of undermining 
an important element of their economic subsistence clearly diminished their prosperity and the 
basis of their happiness by pushing them further on the road to acculturation and cultural 
assimilation. 
 
Jefferson assigned a crucial role to the federal government in promoting this process, especially 
through providing the Natives with the means of husbandry. As he put forward in his Second 
Inaugural Address, “now reduced within limits too narrow for the hunter’s state, humanity 
enjoins us to teach them agriculture and the domestic arts; to encourage them to that industry 
which alone can enable them to maintain their place in existence, and to prepare them to the 
industry which alone can enable them to maintain their place in existence, and to prepare them 
in time for that state of society, which to bodily comforts adds the improvement of the mind 
and morals. We have therefore liberally furnished them with the implements of husbandry and 
household use, we have placed among them instructors in the arts of first necessity […].” 
(Jefferson 1984, 520; see also “Confidential message on expedition to the Pacific,” 18 January 
1803, in Jefferson, 1904–5, vol. 9, 431). This role of the US government also fitted in with 
Jefferson’s expectations concerning happiness, given his belief in the duty of the political elite 
to promote the happiness of individuals (“Report of the Commissioners for the University of 
Virginia”, in Jefferson 1977, 334).  
 
Such a transformation, he supposed, would also lead to the Natives’ intermarriage with whites 
and resultant assimilation: “We shall all be Americans,” he declared in 1808 (Jefferson to 
Hendrick Aupaumut (Jefferson to Hendrick Aupaumut, 21 December 1808, Founders Online). 
In his eyes, this was the last stage of the transformation of Natives from living an unhappy life 
to a happy one. Their increase in happiness, at the same time, was also to contribute to 
improving race relations through their stronger ties with white Americans, Jefferson claimed: 
“And, generally, from a conviction that we consider them as part of ourselves and cherish with 
sincerity their rights and interests, the attachment of the Indian tribes is gaining strength daily.” 
(Eighth Annual Message, 8 Nov. 1808, in Jefferson, Works, vol. 11, 66–67) Nonetheless, as 
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research has shown, these processes were, in fact, to result in more Native dependence on 
support to be provided by whites (Sheehan 1973, 213–24). Furthermore, as historian Anthony 
F. C. Wallace has explained, by adopting subsistence agriculture, Natives could find no way to 
acquire the cash that they needed and had had access to before. Shrinking hunting grounds 
implied fewer and fewer opportunities for engaging in the fur trade with whites and acquiring 
money from them to buy items necessary for them. Furthermore, reversing gender roles, by 
making farmers out of male warriors instead of their spouses, proved a real cultural shock for 
them. Hence, Native American males proved reluctant to give up their previous gender roles as 
hunters, and they also refused a new model of leadership based on material wealth instead of 
kinship and traditional values (Wallace 298–99). 
 
By way of conclusion, one can argue that Jefferson’s broader philosophical views had a 
prevalent impact on his conception of happiness for Native Americans discussed at the start. 
His conviction about the superiority of his own cultural regime drove him to devise a system of 
assimilation for them, also having far-reaching consequences that he was not ready to see or 
consider. Emphasizing the material aspect of happiness for them, assuming the other aspects 
developing from it, their adopting the white ways of subsistence was crucial in this scenario, 
and he did everything in his power to promote that process. He was satisfied that women and 
men alike, not to mention children of Native American communities, would be the beneficiaries 
of the changes geared toward their greater happiness. Such a consideration would thus also 
serve as part of the ground for his attempt to save them as individuals while having them lose 
their tribal culture through assimilation. 
 
Finally, Jefferson’s efforts to make his Indians happy through assimilation were, by and large, 
in line with his general understanding of the two conceptions of happiness. Nevertheless, while 
he did associate Natives with the Romantic view in that he set the goal of adopting farming as 
a desirable form of subsistence for them, he ignored the significance of the Enlightenment-
based model, which connected happiness with limiting governmental power so as to protect 
rights. The reason for this was that he considered Natives to be without government, hence 
having no rationale for them to defend themselves from government as a condition for 
happiness. Yet, ironically, they were supposed to assimilate into the dominant European-
American culture in order to enjoy the happy benefits of a limited government. And  the means 
to achieve that was through the active intervention of the US government, which went against 
his Romantic view of happiness.  
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Abstract: Horror fiction has always focused upon the fragility and the perishable nature of 
human beings. Readers and viewers have come to expect bodies being cut, torn apart, invaded, 
violated or possessed in such works. I propose to examine some texts where a female 
protagonist’s body becomes the focal point of the story. Whether it is a source of some 
mysterious power (such as in the case of Stephen King’s Carrie [1974] or Firestarter [1980]) 
or a vessel for a dark entity (William Peter Blatty’s The Exorcist [1971], a prime example of 
possession narratives), the female body becomes a site of contest where a war is waged between 
belief in the supernatural or in the healing powers of medical science; between rationality and 
irrationality; between gaining control or being at the mercy of external forces; or, in a broader 
sense, between the powers of good and the powers of evil. In their desperation, these characters 
might use their ultimate resources to reach out and communicate with their environment via 
their suffering, tortured bodies (also capable of afflicting torture themselves). The 
“monstrification of the female” (Carol J. Clover 1992, 113) is a staple of horror fiction, and her 
abject body is exploited repeatedly by authors to examine wider societal issues. 
 
Keywords: horror, the monstrous feminine, The Exorcist, Carrie, Firestarter 
 
 
The genre of horror is noted for its overt focus on our bodily dimension. According to Gary K. 
Wolfe, it is “the only genre named for its effect on the reader” (2007, 217): the Latin word 
“horrere” means “to stand on end,” which probably refers to a bristling of the hair, a common 
fear reaction. We are all familiar with the symptoms experienced while watching a horror 
movie, such as increased blood pressure, accelerated heart rate, or adrenaline rush, which could 
also be provoked by texts, although to a lesser extent.  
 
When we mention the importance of bodies in the horror genre, we primarily think of the people 
in these stories: bodies slashed, mutilated, torn asunder, cannibalized, or tortured in devious 
ways, assault our minds and eyes in a constant flow. According to Carol J. Clover, whose 
seminal Men, Women and Chainsaws (1992) contributed immensely to the field of horror 
studies, there is a difference between how much suffering is inflicted on male as opposed to 
female characters in such films (35). Crying, cowering in fear, dissolving into hysteria, or 
screaming are more permissible for women than for men, who still try to live up to the social 
expectation of being tough (it is rare to see boys cry in life-threatening situations)1. Clover 
narrows her focus upon the examination of the slasher genre, comprising such well-known 
examples as Halloween (arguably the very first one, from 1978), Friday the 13th (1980), or 
Nightmare on Elm Street (1984). Slasher movies are highly formulaic in nature and usually 
feature a psychokiller, who “slashes to death a string of mostly female victims, one by one, until 
he is subdued or killed, usually by the one girl who has survived” (Clover, 21). Clover claims 

 
1 It is thrilling to encounter texts which counter this tendency. The male protagonist of Stephen King’s “The Raft” 
(1985), Ray, is terrified and cries during the story, which is interpreted by Leonard Cassuto as a rewriting of the 
slasher formula (1998, 70). 
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that women’s agonies and death scenes are “filmed at closer range, in more graphic detail, and 
at greater length” (35) than those of men, who usually die a swift death. Spectators find it easier 
to identify with the pain of a female, who is culturally allowed to express fear and suffering 
more openly than her male counterparts (Clover, 51). Since spectatorial identification is fluid 
(8) and can switch between various positions (notably those of the victim and the killer—this 
latter is highly enhanced by the use of subjective camerawork adopting the slasher’s point of 
view), Clover argues that for the male viewer it is safer to assume the position of a female 
victim. This “gender displacement” (Clover, 51) functions as a sort of protection for the male 
spectator when confronted with horrifying scenarios.  
 
In this essay, I will examine three horror novels where there is a female protagonist whose body 
is placed center stage: William Peter Blatty’s The Exorcist (1971), Stephen King’s Carrie 
(1974), and his Firestarter (1980). These narratives all revolve around young females and their 
abnormal powers: the stories detail a case of possession, a case of telekinesis, and one of 
pyrokinesis, respectively. While the body in question is tainted or endowed with some 
paranormal ability in each case and the protagonists are sometimes grouped together as 
belonging to a subgenre of horror featuring “evil children” (Renner 2011, 82), there is a 
significant difference among them. The possessed Regan is completely at the mercy of the 
invading demon and is ultimately rescued by male authority figures (two brave priests) without 
whose intervention she would have perished. The source of Carrie’s power, however, stems 
from within: born with a “weird talent,” she is capable of telekinesis, which she will eventually 
learn to control and subdue. Unfortunately, in the end, it will only reinforce a dark aspect of her 
personality since she will use it to wreak havoc on her town. The most uplifting message is 
conveyed by Firestarter, where the orphaned little girl (the youngest of the three heroines) not 
only learns to control her pyrokinetic powers but also avoids being consumed by blind rage and 
an overwhelming sense of revenge. She successfully resists the monster role imposed upon her 
by a heartless society unwilling to take blame for the tragedies surrounding her.  
 
Blatty’s The Exorcist is a landmark text in the history of horror fiction. The movie adaptation, 
released in 1973, proved to be an even more sensational phenomenon. It created a veritable 
hysteria, “the country […] went on a two-month possession jag” (King 1981, 169), with cinema 
goers sometimes standing in line for four or five hours, viewers fainting, vomiting, and in one 
notorious case attacking the screen “in an attempt to kill the demon” during a showing of the 
film (Cull 2000). It became an “event,” a curious form of rite, a test which people wanted to 
pass by willingly confronting images of previously unimaginable horrors. Blatty himself 
confessed (Kermode 1997, 53) that there was a scene he could not bring himself to watch 
(interestingly enough, it is not included in his novel): a particularly gruesome medical 
procedure, a cerebral angiography, is filmed at close range, during which a catheter is inserted 
into Regan’s neck, out of which blood starts to pulsate immediately. The scene was so realistic 
that later it was re-utilized and shown during the training of radiologists (Carr 2012). 
 
The film was nominated for 10 Academy Awards and won 2 (for Best Adapted Screenplay and 
Best Sound). It brought horror to mainstream audiences and had a huge role in making people 
more inclined to browse the horror section of bookshops. Moviegoers who would never watch 
a horror film went to see this one, which had a positive impact on both the movie industry and 
the publishing industry, paving the way for upcoming writers such as Clive Barker and Stephen 
King, who once remarked in a talkshow that Blatty was like a father to him (Winter 1990, 56). 
After this blockbuster, major studios were more willing to finance works belonging to this once-
frowned-upon genre (although one should not forget Roman Polanski’s Rosemary’s Baby from 
1968, which was a precursor in a certain sense). 
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The Exorcist is based on a supposedly true case of demonic possession covered by The 
Washington Post on 20 August 1949 (Winter 1996, 86). The young Blatty, then a junior at the 
Jesuitical Georgetown University, was so impressed by the story that he tried to convince one 
of the participants to publish a nonfiction account of it since that would have strengthened 
people’s belief immensely in his opinion. His idea was rejected because the protection of the 
identity of the 14-year-old boy was given precedence over all. 20 years later, Blatty wrote his 
version of the events, where he purposefully changed the sex of the young victim to create more 
distance from the original case. 
 
Thus, the protagonist of Blatty’s novel is 12-year-old Regan MacNeil, the daughter of a famous 
Hollywood actress, the recently divorced Chris MacNeil. For the sake of a film shooting, they 
move to Georgetown, Washington D.C., where they rent a house in the vicinity of the 
Georgetown campus, where the filming takes place. The story falls squarely within the 
parameters of the so-called complex discovery plot as proposed by Noël Carroll in The 
Philosophy of Horror (1990), comprising four sections: onset, discovery, confirmation, and 
confrontation (99). Weird rapping noises coming from the attic signal the arrival of a disturbing 
element into the quiet and peace of the MacNeil household, slowly but steadily disrupting the 
exceptionally close and loving bond between mother and daughter. Then Regan’s behaviour 
starts to change in an alarming way: she spews obscenities in a gruff voice, urinates on the 
carpet in the middle of a party, and even attacks people physically. The mother first turns to 
doctors for help, who order a barrage of medical tests (including the famous arteriogram in the 
film, which provoked such a strong reaction in viewers), but find nothing wrong with Regan 
physically.  
 
White Science is exhausted after an inconclusive session with a psychiatrist, and, finally, Chris 
enlists the help of Father Damien Karras, a Jesuit priest who is also a psychiatrist. The Catholic 
Church demands certain criteria to be met before sanctioning an exorcism, so Karras sets about 
the task of collecting evidence regarding the veracity of Regan’s possession. When he receives 
permission, an older, more experienced priest is sent by the Church since Karras has never 
participated in an exorcism before. This is Father Merrin, the titular exorcist who appears 
fleetingly in the Prologue, while working at an archeological dig in Northern Iraq. Merrin is “a 
philosopher-paleontologist” (Blatty 2013, 324), who has unearthed an amulet featuring the 
Assyrian demon Pazuzu during the excavation. Pazuzu’s “dominion was sickness and disease” 
(Blatty, 6), and there is a huge statue of the demon nearby, which Merrin visits before leaving 
for the United States. He has a strong sense of premonition; his heart is “encased in the icy 
conviction that soon he would face an ancient enemy” (Blatty, 8), which suggests an ongoing 
feud between him and Pazuzu. One of the most famous scenes in the film nicely illustrates this 
opposition: the statue of the demon is staring down the soldier of Christ in the light of the setting 
sun. There is not much ambiguity surrounding the opposing forces in this story: darkness vs. 
light, ancient evil vs. present good, corruption vs. innocence—all prefigured in this iconic 
scene. Ultimately, the possession of Regan seems more directed against Merrin, who might 
have encountered the same demon during a previous exorcism, which “damn near killed him” 
(Blatty, 314). Once he is given the assignment, he travels to Washington, and when he enters 
Regan’s bedroom, the demon greets him with the words “[t]his time you’re going to lose” 
(Blatty, 335), which implies that their earlier confrontation ended with the priest’s victory. The 
title of the book seems to put Merrin into the titular role; however, after the 6-page-long 
Prologue, Merrin enters the 400-page-long narrative only on page 330, so one feels inclined to 
question his being the central character after all. Following his arrival at the MacNeil home, 
Merrin and Karras perform the exorcism, during which Merrin dies of a heart attack. As a last 
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desperate attempt to save the little girl, Father Karras commands the demon to leave Regan and 
enter him instead. Upon being invaded by the unclean spirit, Karras hurls himself out of the 
window to defeat the enemy. In the Epilogue, we learn that Regan has fully recovered from her 
ordeal and remembers nothing.  
 
While shocking many viewers with the infamous pea-soup vomiting, the rotation of Regan’s 
head, or the sexually explicit images, there is no denying that The Exorcist is a piece of 
conservative horror fiction, aiming for the reaffirmation of the status quo, of the hegemonic 
world order. The book adheres to the order-disorder-order rhythm characterizing the majority 
of such fiction, and there is no suggestion of the survival of the demon in the end, which would 
be a staple element of contemporary horror movies. Using the rite of exorcism as his starting 
point, Blatty wished to pursue the following reasoning to its logical conclusion: “if there were 
evil spirits, why not good?” (Winter 1996, 87) This is a religious book, and while the film was 
often denounced for its disturbing images, it also led to the strengthening of the faith of many 
people and was partly responsible for an increase in the application for priesthood in that era 
(Darryll 2002, 7). It resonated deeply even with non-religious people, since Regan’s 
transformation into a foul-mouthed, sexually mature little monster, a “baby bitch from hell” to 
quote Barbara Creed (2005, 33), could have been seen as a metaphor for the strained 
relationship of parents with their children: this was the era of Woodstock, the burning of draft 
cards, and university protests. Categorising the movie as a “social horror film” (1981, 131), 
Stephen King claims that it reflected the feelings of parents who were struggling to recognize 
their sons and daughters and “who felt, in a kind of agony and terror, that they were losing their 
children and could not understand why or how it was happening” (169). The wording of 
Regans’s mother easily supports this reading: “I’m telling you I know that thing upstairs is not 
my daughter!” (Blatty 2013, 240) 
 
While here Chris is more concerned about the behavioural changes, we should not forget that 
the demon also mounted a physical attack on Regan. She becomes a horrifying creature with 
wasted arms, a distended stomach, cracked lips, and sores erupting everywhere on her body. 
She is surrounded by abject substances which undermine the notion of subjectivity, built on the 
construction of the “clean and proper body” according to Kristeva (1982, 72). Blood, pus, urine 
and faeces are banished from our sight once we enter the Symbolic order which Regan seems 
to regress from. Creed, in her The Monstrous Feminine (1993), offers a psychoanalytically 
inflected reading of the film version, claiming that Regan’s repressed, unconscious wish is to 
remain in a “dyadic relationship” with her mother (39). Following the divorce, there are just the 
two of them, and it is implied that the father has been somewhat excluded from the family 
dynamics even before: “always me and Rags together on the magazine covers; me and Rags in 
the layouts” (Blatty 2013, 116) remarks the mother. She also seems to dread the moment when 
her child will reach maturity (this kind of maternal attitude reaches dramatic proportions in 
King’s Carrie). In the film, finding a magazine in Regan’s bed, featuring the two of them on its 
cover, she says: “it’s not even a good picture of you. You look so mature” (at 0:23:39–0:23:47). 
Regan’s motivation seems to stem from jealousy: the little girl watches with alarm the 
relationship of Chris with her director, Burke Dennings. At one point, she even asks her mother, 
“You don’t like him like Daddy?” (Blatty, 43) Regan is home-tutored, has no friends, and 
spends too much time alone, so her unhealthy attachment to Chris might explain her hostility 
to Burke, who is then brutally murdered. It seems that the demon/Regan creature broke his neck 
and threw him out of the window, thus getting rid of a potential suitor, carrying out a repressed 
wish of Regan. 
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Creed interprets Regan’s body “as a body in revolt” (1993, 40), describing her as a “figure of 
abjection” because “the boundary between self and other has been transgressed” (32). To 
complicate the situation even further, the invading spirit is male, so the invasion entails a 
violation of “gender boundaries” (Creed, 32) as well. Regan’s “unsocialized body” (Creed, 40) 
shows the fragile nature of laws and rules (Creed, 40), a point already implied by Kristeva, 
when she asks: “Why does corporeal waste […] represent […] the objective frailty of symbolic 
order?” (1982, 70) 
 
It seems that Creed reduces the importance of the supernatural dimension of the story, but it 
should be emphasized that Regan becomes a vessel for an entity attacking her from without. 
Admittedly, the demon also uses her to express rage, but it is not so much the girl’s rage 
(frustration regarding her relationship with her mother) but that of the demon, already forced to 
leave its previous host. “Look, it simply isn’t fair to drive us out of here!” (Blatty 2013, 355), 
it exclaims at one point. Regan’s personality is not subsumed entirely, and in a particularly 
touching scene, the words “help me” (Blatty, 313) appear on her midriff, apparently written by 
the last vestiges of herself. This recalls stories involving people suffering from a dissociative 
personality disorder, where the weaker, subdued part of the psyche emerges on rare occasions. 
The demon wants to take full possession of Regan and uses her body to strike terror in the hearts 
of the people around her. Merrin tells Karras that  
 

the demon’s target is not the possessed; it is us … the observers … 
every person in this house. And I think […] the point is to make us 
despair; to reject our own humanity, Damien: to see ourselves as 
ultimately bestial; as ultimately vile and putrescent; without dignity; 
ugly; unworthy. And there lies the heart of it, perhaps: in 
unworthiness. For I think belief in God is not a matter of reason at all; 
I think it finally is a matter of love; of accepting the possibility that 
God could ever love us ... (Blatty, 351) 

 
Contrary to the demon’s intention, the witnessing of this horrible ordeal, instead of bringing 
despair, ends the crisis of faith of Karras. He has been battling inner conflicts and doubts 
throughout the book, and his faith has been shaken to such an extent that he has requested a 
release from his duties as a priest and counselor. He approaches Regan’s case skeptically, but 
when he can no longer deny the supernatural origin of her affliction, he feels a sense of “elation” 
(Blatty 2013, 342), believing that he is offered indirect proof of God’s existence. According to 
Clover, female possession stories are often burdened with a second story, that of a male in crisis, 
the resolution of which becomes the main focus of the narrative (1992, 68). The Exorcist is a 
case in point, as it ends with Karras regaining his faith and sacrificing himself to save Regan 
and restore order. I would argue that ultimately Karras is the titular exorcist, and the story is as 
much about the casting out of his inner demons as that of Regan. 
 
In conclusion, it seems that this famous possession story exploits its heroine’s suffering body 
in order to direct our attention to a suffering male. Regan’s agency is severely limited during 
the story; she is a battleground for forces beyond her control, and she is not even offered any 
character development: in the end, she is the same innocent, beautiful young girl as she was 
before the demon’s arrival. 
 
As I have already mentioned, young demonic girls receive a highly different treatment at the 
hands of Stephen King, who endows them with more power and authority to rule their lives 
(and those of other people). The protagonist of King’s first published novel, Carrie, is a perfect 
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example of this. The book has recently celebrated its 50th anniversary, but its success and 
popularity have not diminished over time; it has become a cultural reference point, partly owing 
to Brian De Palma’s 1976 film adaptation.  
 
Carrie is the tragic story of a downtrodden, long-suffering 16-year-old girl. Her peers 
continually torment her at school, and her home is not a safe haven either. Her father died early, 
and she lives alone with her ultra-conservative, religious mother, Margaret, who does 
everything in her power to enforce her distorted worldview on her daughter. The mother 
demonizes the female body, which she considers sinful. She calls breasts “dirtypillows” (King 
1993, 33), for example, and she severely punishes her child if she dares to be curious about 
such matters. When Carrie was three years old, she went into her neighbour’s garden where she 
struck up a conversation with the teenage Stella. Looking at Stella’s accidentally exposed 
breasts (she fell asleep while sunbathing), Carrie remarks that she would like to have them one 
day, but adds in a self-righteous tone that good girls do not grow breasts. Her ambivalent 
feelings (attraction mingled with repulsion) are similar to the emotions provoked by the abject. 
Suddenly, Margaret appears on the scene, ordering the little girl home, all the while screaming 
and hurting herself. In her deranged state, she attacks and almost kills her daughter. This is the 
first time Carrie resorts to the use of her paranormal powers in self-defense. When her mother 
tries to strangle her, Carrie throws pieces of furniture all around and makes a rain of stones fall 
upon their house. This frightens Margaret enough to stop and leave the child alone, but she is 
convinced that Carrie is the spawn of the devil.  
 
Following this episode, Carrie’s powers remain latent only to reemerge when she turns 16 years 
old, reaching biological maturity. Probably in the most memorable scene of the book, she has 
her first period in the shower after a P.E. lesson, in front of her classmates. Since she is 
completely ignorant of the concept of menses, she starts to panic, thinking she is bleeding to 
death. Her classmates, instead of helping her, assuming a role traditionally belonging to women 
(welcoming the ones who have just passed through this rite of passage) (Alexander 1979, 284), 
laugh at her and start to throw sanitary napkins and tampons at the hysterical, crying girl. King 
places special emphasis upon the huge gap which separates the naïve, inexperienced Carrie 
from her more mature, sexually experienced peers, some of whom are even willing to use their 
bodies to achieve their goals. Their heartless and cruel attack might remind the reader of 
stoning, where a similar herd mentality dominates, dissipating individual responsibility. This 
partially explains how even decent students participated in this communal attack, among them 
Sue Snell, who soon becomes a major character.  
 
The narrative follows the consequences of this traumatic incident: this is the opening scene of 
the novel, which was a bold move for a book published in 1974. At this point in her life, Carrie 
is not fully conscious of her powers, which are only triggered when she is agitated and are used 
as self-defense. While she is crying, cowering in fear, a light bulb sizzles and blows out, but no 
one makes the connection. When the P.E. teacher accompanies the girl to the principal’s office, 
Carrie faces a lack of attention and indifference once again. The assistant principal, while well-
intentioned, mistakes her name repeatedly, variously referring to her as Cassie or Carrie Wright 
(King 1993, 20) until Carrie suddenly screams, “That’s not my name!” (King, 21), making an 
ashtray topple from his desk. These weird occurrences are not yet explained, but as she is 
walking home, and a kid insults her, she makes him fall off his bike just by glaring at him in 
anger. She realizes that her mind, provoked by her angry thought, “flexed” (King, 28), which 
had an effect on the material world. 
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When she tries to recall similar happenings from her past, “a score of memories had come, as 
if some mental dam had been knocked down so that strange waters could gush forth. They were 
cloudy, distorted little-girl memories, but very real for all that. Making the pictures dance on 
the walls; turning on the water faucets from across the room” (King 1993, 86). Owing to her 
mother’s prohibitions, she must have repressed her telekinetic powers, but now she is filled 
with excitement since she has tasted its power. However, her newly-discovered power cannot 
change her outsider status. The ringleader of the attack in the shower, Chris Hargensen, is 
banned from attending the Prom when she refuses to comply with the school’s punishment for 
what they did to Carrie. Sue Snell, in a gesture of atonement, asks her boyfriend, Tommy, to 
take Carrie to the ball instead of her. Chris, upon learning that Carrie, in a sense, will usurp her 
position, concocts a sophisticated revenge, for the success of which she has to arrange for Carrie 
and Tommy to be chosen Queen and King of the Ball. Manipulating the ballots, she makes that 
happen, and during the coronation ceremony, she dumps the contents of two buckets filled with 
pig blood on the couple from above, eerily replaying the shower room incident. Carrie suffers 
public humiliation once more; her body is entirely covered in pig blood, as if it were turned 
inside out, “her interior made exterior” (Lindsey 1996, 289). When embarrassed laughter is 
heard from the students, their fate is sealed. Although her first reaction is to flee, Carrie realizes 
that the time has come to take revenge for the insults she has suffered over the years: she locks 
the gym doors and sets the school on fire, killing almost everyone. On her way home, she 
destroys a huge part of the town – by this time, she willingly embraces the role of the monster 
that has been assigned to her by her environment. Margaret awaits her daughter with a knife: 
she seriously injures Carrie, but she stops her mother’s heart with the force of her will. Before 
succumbing to her injuries, she takes her final revenge on Chris, killing both her and her 
boyfriend, who aided her in carrying out her infernal plan. 
 
King uses scientific language to describe the re-emergence and blooming of Carrie’s telekinetic 
powers, triggered by the arrival of her period. The phenomenon is placed on the borderline 
between the natural and the supernatural: while Margaret calls her daughter a witch and thinks 
that her powers originate from the devil, the text is interspersed with excerpts from various 
scientific journals and books, which all try to understand Carrie’s case. It is revealed that 
telekinesis is “genetic-recessive” (King 1993, 95), and only becomes dominant in females. One 
of the last documents in the novel is Carrie’s death certificate, and we learn that the autopsy has 
found strange malformations in the brain, which connect her special powers unequivocally to 
her body, strengthening a non-supernatural reading. 
 
If we compare her case with that of Regan, although there are some similarities (absent father, 
teenage heroine, abject substances provoking disgust, the community’s striving to understand 
what happened), the differences are more significant. Regan is the victim of a demon attacking 
her from outside, who takes complete control over her body, denying her agency, slowly 
consuming her from inside (she runs the risk of dying of heart failure). She is saved with help 
from the outside, in the form of the self-sacrifice of Father Karras. As opposed to that, Carrie 
learns to control her immense powers, which originate from within her body. When she starts 
her “exercise sessions” (King 1993, 75), King details meticulously the changes occurring in her 
body: her heartbeat, her blood pressure, and her temperature are all noted with clinical precision 
in order to increase verisimilitude.  
 
As pointed out by Shelley Stamp Lindsey, although telekinesis originates from Carrie’s body, 
that body is effectively bypassed since change is wrought upon the material world with the help 
of the mind (1996, 285). However, the mind in question (and the thoughts harboured within) is 
controlled by Carrie; she is not subdued by an attack from without, as was the case with Regan. 
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The tragedy of her life is not directly connected to her paranormal abilities, as it is the result of 
external circumstances unrelated to her powers. Carrie “only” reacted to what happened to her 
(when she became the target of scorn, hatred, or even physical attack), and in her final 
desperation, she used her powers in a destructive way. At the end of the narrative, her long-
suppressed rage erupts, and at this point she directs her anger indiscriminately, both at the 
innocent and the guilty.  
 
As a final example, I would like to mention the eight-year-old protagonist of King’s Firestarter, 
Charlie McGee, whose identity is also determined by her body and her special power. Creed 
connects the concept of monstrosity to boundary crossing (1993, 11), and people with both 
normal and paranormal abilities seem to fall into this category. What distinguishes Charlie from 
both Regan and Carrie is that while her powers also originate from her body, she was not born 
with special powers; they were artificially induced. While at college, her parents participated 
in a government-financed secret experiment, which aimed at awakening the test subjects’ 
dormant psychic abilities with untested drugs. What the scientists did not foresee was that two 
participants would later marry and have a child, whose genetic makeup would be altered by the 
“Lot Six” (King 1980, 17), the drug administered in the experiment. Because of this, Charlie is 
pyrokinetic, which resulted in a host of challenges during her childhood. With care and loving 
attention, her parents managed to teach her the dangers of her hidden power, and she developed 
a high sense of responsibility. A shady government agency called “the Shop” (King, 16) 
murders Charlie’s mother and tries to capture both her and her father to harness her supernatural 
powers for military ends. Once they are caught, she is blackmailed into cooperation, all the 
while being regarded as a “useful monster” (King, 253). Thus, Charlie is an embodiment of the 
Other, and the demarcation lines separating normal from abnormal can be clearly seen when, 
during their escape, someone turns to her father with the following words after having witnessed 
the little girl’s weird talent: “Take your monster and get away” (King, 156).  
 
Since pyrokinesis is potentially devastating, there is indeed a real danger of Charlie becoming 
a monster. However, the love she received from her parents distinguishes her from Carrie, and 
this is what helps her resist the monster role imposed upon her from outside. Societies often 
employ the tactic of demonization, rejecting people deemed different during community 
construction (Holland-Toll 2001, 107). To strengthen and maintain normality, “deviant 
subjectivities” (Halberstam 1995, 2) are excluded. Charlie, however, resists and rebels, 
exclaiming “[n]one of it was my fault […] and I won’t take the blame” (King 1993, 484), 
defending her identity. In contrast to Carrie, she does not assume the role of monster; she is 
unwilling to help society clear itself of blame. In this regard, the book ends on a hopeful note 
since she survives the ordeals not just physically but also mentally (she sets the facility where 
she is imprisoned on fire, thus killing most of her enemies, but her father also dies in the 
conflagration). She retains her agency, and we see her walking into the office of Rolling Stone 
magazine to reveal her story and expose the real culprits at the end of the book. 
 
Horror literature concentrates mainly on the suffering and the pain of the body but occasionally 
bodies can be sources of power as well. However, in the case of characters with paranormal 
powers, it is not always easy to decide whether such abilities are more a curse or a blessing, and 
sometimes the answer changes during the course of the narrative. A conservative work like The 
Exorcist, in spite of its shocking and graphic images, supports the existing world order. 
Following a brief period when chaos reigns, the monster is finally defeated and order is restored 
(albeit at the cost of some sacrifice). King’s books strike a more critical chord and, under the 
guise of imaginary evils, confront audiences with real monstrosities, such as dysfunctional 
families, problems related to the school system, or unethical experimentation carried out by the 
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government. In the texts analyzed above, these problem areas are examined while focusing 
upon the bodies of young girls, who have ambivalent feelings regarding their strange talents. 
While Carrie dies, provoking unease in the reader, who feels enraged by the unfair and cruel 
treatment the heroine received, the future of Charlie is more optimistic. Although the story has 
an open ending, it still occupies a place among affirmative novels instead of disaffirmative ones.  
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Abstract: This paper aims to examine the way in which American Gothic spaces, specifically 
in their Southern Gothic manifestations, function as active agents in the perpetuation of trauma 
cycles and patriarchal violence. Focusing on Gillian Flynn’s novel Sharp Objects, and more 
specifically on its setting (Wind Gap, Missouri), the study argues that the latter operates as a 
“decayed womb,” a landscape where personal, communal, and cultural traumas are inherited 
and reenacted through a series of repetitive cycles. By making use of Southern Gothic spatiality, 
trauma theory, and the dynamic of patriarchal structures, the research investigates how the 
Wind Gap functions as the narrative’s foundational abusive figure, how performative 
femininity and architectural landmarks conceal matrilineal cycles of abuse, and, ultimately, how 
the “unclaimed experience” of collective trauma of the community allows for the (re)production 
of the novel’s abusive figures. 
 
Keywords: abuse, matrilineality, patriarchy, Southern Gothic, trauma theory 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Oftentimes, the tradition of the American Gothic mode, specifically its Southern Gothic 
manifestation, constructs spaces that operate as more than just the background for the 
narrative—such spaces function as active agents in the perpetuation of traumatic cycles, abuse, 
and violent domination dynamics. In the case of Gillian Flynn’s novel, Sharp Objects, the town 
of Wind Gap, Missouri, embodies this reproduction by acting as a spatial “decayed womb,” a 
landscape where personal, communal, and cultural/historical distress wounds are inherited and 
reenacted through traumatic repetition. In order to understand the way in which such spaces are 
created and how they become abuse-breeding environments, it becomes necessary to trace a 
thread of connection between Southern Gothic spatiality, trauma studies, patriarchal structures 
of domination, and the grotesque aesthetics of the American Gothic.  
 
Thus, to develop its argument, this paper draws on the previously mentioned frameworks – first 
and foremost, Southern Gothic spatial theory explains how the architecture of Wind Gap, its 
rituals, and its self-mythologized history create the conditions for claustrophobia to develop. 
Second, the framework of trauma theory, particularly Caruth’s notion of the “unclaimed 
experience” and LaCapra’s distinction between “acting out” and “working through,” provides 
a lens for understanding how communities and their individuals become imprisoned within 
repetitive cycles of suffering. Last but not least, the dynamics of patriarchal structures and 
feminist psychoanalytic theory, especially through Benjamin’s work on domination and 
gendered development, clarify the way in which patriarchal systems shape the novel’s 
matrilineal abuse, metamorphosing mothers and their daughters into both victims and 
perpetrators.  
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By tracing the way in which these theoretical perspectives intersect within Flynn’s novel, the 
analysis aims to demonstrate that the spatial logic of Wind Gap, its social hierarchies, and its 
aesthetics collectively operate as a source of trauma reproduction. The decaying architecture, 
the obsession with maintaining the myth of a nostalgic Southern past, and its performative 
femininity contribute to generating violence. Ultimately, what this research argues is that Sharp 
Objects reframes the Southern Gothic small town as a space where the boundaries between 
victimhood and abuse collapse, becoming a ‘womb’ which perpetually gives birth to its own 
degradation. 
 
 
1. Southern Gothic spatiality, trauma, and structures of domination 
1.1. The Southern Gothic space as a mobile source of haunting 
 
Within the Southern Gothic mode, spaces transgress their traditional character as neutral 
settings for the main elements of the plot. Whether situated in urban, rural, or exclusively 
uninhabited space, they automatically become claustrophobic traps of artificial nostalgia and 
traumatic memory, where past abuse is perpetuated and continuously reenacted.  
 
As Baldick claims, Gothic spaces emerge from the conjunction of “a fearful sense of inheritance 
in time” and a “claustrophobic sense of enclosure in space” (Baldick 1992, xix). When 
discussing the Gothic genre and mode in terms of trauma, the theoretical framework of trauma 
theory, which will be further discussed and clarified in the following subsections, reinforces 
this connection between the burden of inheritance and the sense of suffocation: the enclosed, 
isolated space provides the ideal conditions for “belatedness,” the characteristic of a traumatic 
event that was never really processed, while the inheritance aspect would correspond to the 
compulsive repetition and reenactment (Caruth 1995, 8). This becomes highly relevant in the 
context of Female Gothic narratives (Sharp Objects, in our case), since the domestic interior, a 
traditional site of enclosure, becomes a trap and a prison for women instead of providing safety 
and expressive liberty, similarly to how patriarchal structures imprison women. This is why the 
haunted house or the inescapable home is a classic trope that illustrates this dynamic in Gothic 
narratives, only to be further enhanced in Southern Gothic. 
 
What is more, beyond the space of home in the Southern Gothic, even the external landscape 
itself carries the wounds of the collective historical violence which has been imprinted upon it, 
functioning as a “repository of national repressions” (Graham 2004, 349) and a “death trap” 
(Wilson 2006, 1), deeming the region as inherently sick. Decaying, borderline abandoned rural 
towns (with equally abandoned religious edifices, for instance), swamps, old plantations, these 
are just a few examples of the most relevant sources of collective abuse, memory, and 
experience. The landscape loses its simple background function, as it provides an important 
locus for the emergence of reenactment, one that is “seething [with] presence” (Gordon 1997, 
8).  
 
Perhaps most important of all, however, is to note that the Southern Gothic space is not limited 
to the Southern American geographical region (namely the Southern states of the United 
States)—it is no longer supposed to be limited by physical landmarks and boundaries, as it has 
become a nation-wide mobile aesthetic and a general way of interpreting repressed histories, 
regardless of their geographical positioning. In this way, it gains an “odd centrality of Gothic 
cultural production in the United States, where the past constantly inhabits the present [and] 
where progress generated an almost unbearable anxiety about its costs” (Savoy 2002, 167). 
“Southernness,” as Helmsing puts it himself, now functions as an “ideological Other for the 
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nation as a whole” (Helmsing 2014, 332), since its main core elements—both moral and 
physical decay, memory and trauma, violated bodies, and deep-rooted cultural anxieties—have 
now come to be easily identified with any location that may mirror America’s crucial “crimes” 
and “haltingly [bring] forward the underside, the Otherness, of the narratives of national self-
construction” (Savoy 1998, 18). The American psyche is essentially haunted by default, as 
depicted in these Gothic spaces of perpetual haunting. In this sense, Bjerre identifies how 
“historical realities take concrete forms in the shape of ghosts and grotesque figures that 
highlight all that has been unsaid in the official version of southern history” (2017, 4). 
Therefore, while Flynn’s setting provides a specific geographical region (Missouri), the 
Southern Gothic operates as a mobile aesthetic whose core tenets can haunt any American 
landscape, regardless of its physical boundaries. Thus, beyond the claustrophobic character of 
the physical settings, these spaces allow for a complex interplay between individual suffering 
and broader communal trauma, defining in this way the region’s identity. 
 
 
1.2. The scale of suffering: personal, communal, and cultural trauma 
 
In order to be able to analyse and comprehend the notion of a violent legacy (and its perpetual 
haunting) in relation to the Southern small town as an abuse-breeding site, it is important to 
differentiate between the individual traumatic experience and the collective trauma experience, 
what shapes one individual versus what shapes an entire group. Understanding this difference 
is essential in tracing the manner in which societal collective wounds are inherited and then 
perpetuated, thus generating what we would call a cycle of violence and abuse, which ends up 
transmitted throughout the family and/or community. We can showcase, then, that trauma 
functions at multiple different levels—personal/familial, communal, or cultural—, each 
interfering and influencing the others. 
 
Firstly, Erikson defines the notion of “communal trauma” as the phenomenon that is less the 
sum of its parts (meaning the sum of the traumatized individuals who inhabit the community), 
and more the “damage to the tissues that hold human groups intact” (Erikson 1995, 190). This 
type of trauma generates the “communal mood,” which ends up dominating the atmosphere of 
the group, interfering with the bonds within the community and causing collective fear, 
helplessness, and estrangement (190). On the other hand, however, this communal wounding 
may, at some point, turn into “cultural trauma,” a notion which becomes evident in the context 
of the American South and the Southern Gothic. The latter is a mode and an aesthetic that 
oftentimes makes use of the grotesque in order to “unearth and displace the values of the 
American South,” a space haunted by its “staggering poverty and cyclical violence” (Helmsing 
2014, 316–319). American culture, as Fiedler argues, is abundant in “special guilts” (1960, 
127), which were ideal inspirations for the Gothic expression, most notably the violent history 
of slavery and the genocide of the Indigenous people, and which became “inextricably entwined 
in a knot of guilt,” lying at the very center of the national psyche (Faflak and Haslam 2016, 10). 
This history of the region and its cultural trauma becomes what LaCapra names a “founding 
trauma” (2014, 22–23), the traumatic event which, paradoxically enough, morphs into a 
valuable element in the construction of identity. This dynamic gives way to the formation of an 
American South as the nation’s “ideological Other,” a source of the country’s discarded 
darkness and historical violent crimes. 
 
Therefore, these broader cultural and communal traumas do not remain just abstract notions; 
they greatly influence one another and are transmitted to the individual inhabitant of the context 
through interactions with the background and with other inhabitants of the same landscape, by 
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means of power relations and intimacy. In a small town such as Wind Gap, the landscape itself 
becomes the representation of a maternal container, functioning as a “womb,” whose decay 
shapes and reproduces the optimal psychological and social conditions of trauma and abuse. In 
order to grasp how these collective traumatic experiences become “founding” identities for 
specific communities, it becomes necessary to investigate the psychological structure of trauma, 
or the “unclaimed experience,” which prevents the past from being completely processed by 
the traumatized individual/community. 
 
 
1.3. The architecture of trauma: defining the “unclaimed experience” 
 
The theoretical modern framework regarding trauma provides us with a critical analysis lens, 
which allows for an understanding of the impact of violence not only as a spontaneous event, 
originating and isolated within the past (namely, a past event or a memory), but rather as a 
complex psychological phenomenon that operates as a structure that defines the current reality 
of the survivor. Instead of just functioning according to a linear causality chain (cause and 
effect, event A happened, therefore causing event B to follow), trauma defies temporal logic by 
embedding particular experience in the individual’s psyche, and thus shaping their identity, 
perception of reality and subjective experience in the individual’s psyche, and, consequently, 
their behaviour in specific ways which defy the capacity of the consciousness (Caruth 1995, 8–
9). In order to speak of such a notion as the “legacy of violence,” then, it is necessary to 
understand trauma as one’s “unclaimed experience,” taking the shape of a psychological wound 
which persists not because of the original trigger, but because of its compulsive and repetitive 
return, since it is not “locatable in the simple violent or original event […] but rather in the way 
that its very unassimilated nature […] returns to haunt the survivor later on.” (Caruth 2016, 4).  
 
This theoretical framework and its relevant tenets in the psychoanalytic approach are articulated 
especially in the works of theorists such as Caruth and LaCapra. Firstly, Caruth references 
Freud’s exploration of trauma and defines it as “a wound inflicted not upon the body but upon 
the mind” (Caruth 1995, 3–4). It is differentiated from a physical wound, Caruth continues, in 
the sense that the event which causes the trauma 
 

is experienced too soon, too unexpectedly, to be fully known and is therefore 
not available to consciousness until it imposes itself again, repeatedly, in the 
nightmares and repetitive actions of the survivor (3–4). 
 

Thus, the defining characteristic of trauma is not the cause itself, but rather its “unassimilated 
nature,” the way it isn’t even “precisely known in the first instance,” but still “returns to haunt 
the survivor later on” (4). This is where the notion of latency emerges from, a time period of 
delay during which the traumatic event is not fully experienced or processed as it takes place. 
Instead, it is only ever experienced for the very first time through its forgetting and the 
subsequent return in the form of repetitive behaviours, such as flashbacks or nightmares (Caruth 
1995, 17–18). The traumatized individual, therefore, becomes haunted by an experience that 
they cannot fully embrace and call their own. 
 
Building on this theoretical framework, LaCapra defines the distinction between the two 
potential forms of response to this possession (or more accurately put, the dispossession) 
through the dichotomy of “acting out” and “working through”. The process of “acting out” is 
determined by the compulsive repetition of the past, the state in which the individual seems to 
be “haunted or possessed” by the traumatic events, and in which the distinction between then 
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and now collapses (LaCapra 2014, 21–22). In opposition to “acting out,” “working through” 
trauma is the practice which entails the difficult act of distinguishing between what is past and 
what is present, enabling the individual to be aware that the traumatic event happened “back 
then” (in the past) while still recognizing that their experience of living takes place “here and 
now” (in the present) (21–22). This latter process, though, is very frequently difficult to 
embrace in practice and is met with resistance, since LaCapra identifies a specific “fidelity to 
trauma,” which causes survivors to feel that working through their traumatic past and becoming 
part of their present life would be a betrayal of those who were also consumed by the same (or 
a similar) traumatic event, resulting in guilt and no psychological development (22–23). What 
we have analysed and called here the architecture of the unclaimed experience and of the 
repeating wound reveals the Gothic as an essential mechanism for illustrating and attempting 
to process or understand trauma. The cyclical violence present in Wind Gap, its inability to 
surpass its founding traumas, and its reproduction of abuse across generations exemplify this 
very traumatic loop. These cycles of psychological repetition are not isolated phenomena, being 
systematically reinforced by patriarchal structures of domination which normalize and 
perpetuate gendered aggression. 
 
 
1.4. Decomposed patriarchy and gendered violence in the southern small town 
 
The repetitive traumatic loop, which has been previously discussed, is not merely a 
psychological consequence but an actively maintained byproduct of the systemic engine at work 
in the American Gothic, where personal trauma reflects the influence of a larger, socially 
decayed structure. Consequently, in the process of examining the monstrous figures that emerge 
from this landscape, we must first investigate the origin of terror, namely, the patriarchal 
system. The basic power relations embedded in the patriarchal structure enable the 
manifestations of gendered violence within the Gothic landscape, proving the way in which this 
mode frequently tends to critique social structures that allow its participants to become abusers, 
victims, or both. Often identified as a space for the marginal, the American Gothic typically 
serves as the most fertile site for confronting “uncomfortable social and cultural issues,” such 
as sexism and the oppression of minorities (Haefele-Thomas 2018, 116). The general focus on 
terror employed by this mode is an attempt at uncovering the violence that is inherent in the 
patriarchal structures of domination. 
 
Benjamin’s psychoanalytic framework illustrates through its focus on power relations that 
domination is proven to be a two-way, interpersonal system, rooted in the essential human need 
for reaffirmation and recognition (Benjamin 2013, 5, 12). This process requires either a 
separation from an identification with the individual’s caretakers (either the mother or the 
father, typically the mother) at an early stage in the developmental process of maturing, and it 
fluctuates according to the individual’s gender. Within the patriarchal system, boys are typically 
expected to establish their masculine identity through the direct separation from the maternal 
figure, while girls are encouraged to maintain identification with the mother in order to adopt 
her status and behaviour. This asymmetry between individuals of opposite genders results in 
what Benjamin identifies as the developmental “fault line”: masculinity is associated with 
assertion, control, and dominance, while femininity is aligned with selflessness, instability, and 
submission (78). 
 
Thus, gendered violence, and more specifically the intentional violence against women, 
becomes more than just a trope of the narrative, since its enactment only reinforces patriarchal 
domination. The figure of the man as the persecuting perpetrator and its counterpart, the 
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controlled, isolated woman, are no longer just static archetypes and characters, but rather actors 
of the patriarchal dynamic where one’s desire for self-assertion becomes, in turn, violence (e.g., 
this is how, in Wind Gap, feminine characters become monstrous figures with violent 
tendencies). This implies that the same system, the patriarchy, produces both the abuser and the 
victim through the same process, revealing that sometimes there is no explicit difference 
between the two categories. The social violence of the patriarchy ultimately manifests in the 
physical space, generating what we can deem as a “dialectic of ruin,” where moral decay and 
rot become reflections of the unstable self within the landscape. 
 
 
1.5. The American Gothic dialectic of ruin: decay and grotesque 
 
The strength of the American Gothic lies mainly in its capacity to evoke repressed anxieties 
and to transform the “homely American nation” into an “unhomely place, an alien nation” 
(Edwards 2018, 72). Whether we are speaking of the early American Gothic or its contemporary 
continuation, the main recurring themes and aesthetic concerns around which the mode clusters 
generally intersect: gender, power relations, and, most importantly for this research, the 
importance of spaces and landscapes as sources of terror and abuse. 
 
First and foremost, seen as foundational to the American Gothic expression, physical and moral 
degradation are essential elements of the thematic core of this mode, especially in its Southern 
subcategories, where the Southern Gothic is typically set against backdrops that are dominated, 
as Fiedler describes them, by “the proper symbolic values of decay and brooding evil,” where 
rot and degradation become physical embodiments of the ethical and moral collapse of 
traditional values (1960, 451). This grotesque degradation of the landscape dominates 
American Gothic narratives, generating the creation of “strange worlds of freakish outsiders 
placed in lovelorn barren landscapes, penetrating heat, and closed spaces” (Gleeson-White qtd. 
in Lloyd 2022, 82) and showcasing that the horror of the Gothic translated from the space of 
display to its inhabitants, both in a physical and mental respect, serving as the aesthetic 
connecting link between the site and the body. Therefore, within the American Gothic, the 
decay spreads its rotten influence over both the environmental and psychological dimensions, 
while also extending towards the corporeal sphere mainly through various forms of abuse: 
bodies are violated in all manners, they become fragmented or are rendered grotesque, 
reflecting deeper cultural anxieties about boundaries, purity, and the trespassing of such 
landmarks. 
 
Therefore, in the American Gothic mode, the connection between landscape and individual 
psyche is one of reciprocated influence. While the external decomposed landscape of the 
American Gothic influences the slow ruination of its inhabitant’s psyche, caught in the conflict 
between the conservative tradition of “normalcy” and their own subconscious hidden 
tendencies, it also makes use of the abject and the degradation of the unstable self to influence 
the collapse of the external apparent stability of various social structures and landscapes. This 
generates what seems to be the American Gothic dialectic of ruin. Having explored this 
particular dynamic through multiple theoretical frameworks, it is now time to shift the focus to 
the analysis of how they are enacted within the claustrophobic landscape of Flynn’s novel. 
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2. Wind Gap as the corpse of the southern small town 
 
The background location for the events of Gillian Flynn’s novel, Sharp Objects, namely the 
small town of Wind Gap, Missouri, functions as more than just the geographical setting of the 
narrative, embodying a suffocating Southern Gothic chamber, much like a womb, that produces 
damaged female characters—both mothers and daughters—perpetuating cycles of feminine 
suffering. The American Gothic landscape typically employs backgrounds which mirror the 
externalized psychological degradation of its inhabitants, but in Wind Gap’s case the 
background serves as the generative source of the abuser figure(s) of the narrative, illustrating 
how for Flynn and her characters violence is less of an isolated, atypical event and more of a 
foreseeable consequence and characteristic of the community’s descendants, born and bred in 
a society based on emotional repression, inherited trauma, and constant surveillance from their 
peers.  
 
The Gothic force of Wind Gap is encountered within its paradoxical nature, being both a space 
of intimacy/secrecy and suffocation, of familiarity and hostility, serving as the characters’ 
liminal space between what they perceive as home and their personal prison. Once Camille 
Preaker returns to her hometown, her homecoming lacks nostalgia and is illustrated as a 
psychological descent into a cycle of repetition and past trauma. Back in Wind Gap, in the 
house where she grew up, Camille’s memories “[become] re-activated in the form of memory 
reconsolidation,” as Benazir and Islam note, highlighting how the town itself functions as a 
trigger and a catalyst for Camille’s traumatic reliving (2022, 154).  
 
This section aims to examine how, in order to understand the abusive cycle and its resulting 
figures function in Gillian Flynn’s novel, one must start with the very first abusive figure of the 
narrative, namely the town of Wind Gap itself. Its claustrophobic environment, one which 
normalizes the aggression toward female residents and their more or less symbolic deaths, 
operates as a Gothic adaptation of the Foucauldian panopticism: femininity becomes a 
performance that is perpetually observed by others, families become closed systems of 
matrilineal heritage that transmit trauma from mothers to their daughters, and the visibly 
decaying aristocratic architecture showcases the traces of American Southern historical 
violence. Due to these tensions, Wind Gap is able to establish the conditions that give birth to 
figures such as Adora Crellin, or even her daughters, reframing the figure of the abuser as a 
logical victim of the town’s norms.  
 
 
2.1. The decaying womb of Wind Gap 
 
The very first descriptions of Wind Gap presented in the novel explicitly depict Camille’s 
relationship to her hometown from the very beginning, however, they retain some amount of 
subtlety and Gothic insidiousness – Camille’s claim that one “can’t spot Wind Gap from a 
distance; its tallest building is only three stories” (Flynn 2014, 10), for instance, already 
illustrates the town as a borderline rural space, a mysterious and hidden place (almost detached 
from contemporary reality) that actively rejects the literal growth and evolution of its modern, 
urban counterparts. As she progressively reaches town, Camille’s descriptions become even 
more revealing: “I passed a scribble of a strip mall with tanning beds, a gun shop, a drapery 
store. Then came a lonely cul-de-sac of old houses, meant to be part of a development that never 
happened” (Flynn 2014, 11, my emphasis). Its low-profile and architectural modesty indicate 
that its community prefers to hide rather than exhibit opulence, becoming a symbol of a refusal 
to overcome the historical traumas that caused its degradation. Moreover, Camille’s first 
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reaction upon entering the town–holding her breath “the way kids do when they drive by 
cemeteries” (Flynn 2014, 11)–is a somewhat ritualistic gesture that both internalizes her return 
as a trigger and acknowledges Wind Gap as a desolate space of death and motionlessness. By 
metaphorically representing the town as a cemetery, Camille foreshadows that both the literal 
and symbolic death of femininity within the community are essential to the narrative. Not only 
due to the death of Marian (Camille’s younger sister), but also due to the murders which Camille 
aims to investigate, the town becomes a burial ground for feminine figures, but one that does 
not cease the production of violence and aggression. In this sense, paradoxically, Wind Gap is 
also a breeding ground for abusers and victims, constantly engaged in cycles of violence where 
death gives birth, rendering the town a decayed “womb,” reproducing trauma. 
 
The symbolic image of Wind Gap as a violence-breeding womb is only enhanced by what is 
supposed to represent its economic and professional spine, namely the slaughterhouse, owned 
by Adora’s family and maintained as the familial business inheritance. Camille’s descriptions 
of the pig farm throughout the novel are some of the most visceral and grotesque illustrations 
of the narrative: the employees 
  

grab the back legs [of the pigs], fasten the catch around them, release the animal 
to be lifted, squealing and kicking, upside down” right before cutting their 
throats in a gruesome manner, so that their blood “spatter[s] thick as paint onto 
the tile floors (Flynn 2014, 77–78).  
 

The way in which Camille renders this imagery is meant to parallel the human and the animal 
suffering depicted throughout the novel, once again suggesting that in a closed, sealed space 
such as the town of Wind Gap, violence is not perceived as atypical by everyone, not even when 
it affects innocent, young women. In this way, the slaughterhouse and its pigs become an 
analogy for the mutilated and abused female body, more specifically reflecting the violence that 
both Ann Nash and Natalie Keene had to suffer. Hermann further explains that the imagery of 
the Crellin-owned slaughterhouse is semantically connected to the female body, since “[a]s the 
animals are ‘stripped and split’, so are the women ‘naked’ and ‘penetrated’ in semantic 
parallelism; a woman is ‘tied up’ as the meat is ‘dangling’ from the roof” (Hermann 2020, 7).  
 
Another key aspect regarding the pig farm is that, as previously stated, it is owned by Adora, 
the main matriarch of this space, whose financial and social dominance originates from this 
perpetuated horror of animal violence. The connection between the maternal figure of Adora 
and the slaughter of the pigs is not accidental, however, showcasing one of the novel’s central 
themes: the fine line between care and abuse. Just as the slaughterhouse is situated at the heart 
of Wind Gap’s economic life, so is Adora, its social counterpart, facilitating social connections 
among residents and their families. Both of these figures embody the transformation of 
nurturing into suffering and consumption, revealing that Wind Gap’s tight-knit folklore and 
unshaken hierarchies depend on the continuous abuse of its female bodies (oftentimes at the 
hands of other female perpetrators). As Camille herself observes throughout her investigation, 
the townspeople’s response to Ann’s murder at the time of its occurrence was to remove the 
stones that had hooked the clothesline around her neck and “[smash] them just outside town,” 
guided by the logic that a destruction of the physical evidence could and would “ward off (…) 
evil” (Flynn 2014, 21). These ritualistic actions serve as an attempt at purification, at cleansing 
the town, not by directly challenging and confronting the violence, but by removing all its 
remaining traces. However, as Camille states, the efforts are in vain and the abuse returns.  
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Wind Gap’s Southern Gothic, claustrophobic atmosphere is reinforced by its spatial 
distribution. Multiple spaces within Wind Gap’s architecture enhance and illustrate the decay 
and suffocation that we have previously discussed. The town is, for instance, divided into 
specific zones which mirror structures of social hierarchy: the southern section where the 
wealthy houses stand (this is where the Crellin mansion is), the low-rent area surrounding the 
slaughterhouse pig farm, and even the uninhabited woods where multiple instances of the most 
relevant abuse in the novel occur. The woods, in particular, represent a dual space where 
innocent childhood play, sexual aggression, and death intersect. Camille’s recollection of 
swimming in the creek as a child—where “[no] one wore swimsuits, it took too much planning” 
(Flynn 2014, 22)—is placed in stark contrast with the memories of her own sexual assault(s) 
and even with the discovery of Ann Nash’s body in the exact same place. Moreover, even the 
Crellin mansion, described as “an elaborate Victorian (…) full of cubbyholes and nooks, 
curiously circuitous” (Flynn 2014, 35), is a microlevel equivalent of the town’s Southern Gothic 
architecture and atmosphere. The house Camille grew up in is fundamentally built on secrecy, 
with the primary purpose of avoiding others and maintaining each inhabitant's emotional and 
physical isolation.  
 
As far as the temporal structure is concerned, the Southern Gothic aspect of Wind Gap is also 
evident in its perpetual obsession with the national past, desperately clinging to it virtually 
fabricated Civil War heritage—Camille mentions that her high school was named after a 
Confederate Soldier, and the town’s rituals and celebrations (even the genealogical inheritance 
of the main families in town) are guided by a sense of nostalgia. The fixation on the Southern 
past – and the complete dismissal of its status as a “primal scene of the nation’s crimes and 
misdemeanours” (Faflak and Haslam 2016, 14)—prevents Wind Gap’s inhabitants from 
processing the trauma and violence of the present, generating a traumatic loop where such 
aggressions are endlessly repeated and relived. This is the mechanism that allows the figure of 
the abuser to emerge, and which generates expectations for what we will further discuss as 
repression and performative femininity. 
 
  
2.2. Gendered repression and the performance of femininity in Wind Gap 
 
If the town of Wind Gap functions as a degraded womb, then the social rituals of femininity 
that its inhabitants engage in are some of its most important progeny. The societal gendered 
expectations constantly shape the behaviour of the female residents and contribute to producing 
a specific woman model: the submissive, emotionally restrained, performative Southern Belle. 
For the women in Sharp Objects, their femininity exceeds the boundaries of identity, becoming 
a strict script that must be enacted in order to allow social integration—those who cannot abide 
end up marginalized and, even more tragically, murdered.  
 
Upon returning to Wind Gap to conduct her journalistic investigation, Camille’s early 
observations immediately reveal the ritualistic manner of the town’s femininity practice. “Most 
nice women in Wind Gap are teachers or mothers or work at places like Candy’s Casuals” 
(Flynn 2014, 11, my emphasis), she claims, a seemingly inoffensive remark which exposes how 
limited and shallow the accepted female roles are in Southern society. These feminine 
occupations ideologically reinforce the patriarchal core belief that women (should) exist 
primarily as caretakers and aesthetic objects. Therefore, as Elfira and Tamir argue, the 
patriarchal ideology manages to “[penetrate] the household sector (…) to regulate the role of 
mothers” and maintain the male dominance of the space (2020, 269). In the town of Wind Gap, 
this dynamic extends even outside the enclosure of the household, shaping the social 
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interactions of its residents and potential, more or less subtle, hierarchies within the community. 
Paradoxically enough, while male figures openly maintain dominance through normalized 
discriminatory tendencies, it is women who constantly survey each other through what at first 
appears to be harmless gossip but is, in reality, moral judgement, creating a system that is very 
much similar to the Foucauldian panopticon, where surveillance is continuous and internalized. 
 
Gossip, as a practice, typically operates as a mechanism of information dissemination and social 
control, a tool which reinforces conformity to specific societal standards and discipline. 
Examples of this dynamic in the case of Wind Gap can be encountered in Camille’s multiple 
interactions with various women upon returning—from young, teenage girls to adult women, 
their politeness, smirks, and insincere indifference reveal how gossip becomes another 
mechanism of feminine performativity (Flynn 2014, 17). In Wind Gap, the figure of the 
Southern Belle shifts from a complete aesthetic focus to a moral one, where she is expected to 
be polite, socially engaging, and emotionally submissive even in the face of blatant violence. 
Camille’s mother herself, Adora, embodies this feminine ideal, described as “a girl’s very best 
doll, the kind you don’t play with” (Flynn 2014, 38), an analogy that manages to capture both 
her frailty and her ethereal beauty. However, as we later find out, this image of frailty is one 
aspect of her feminine performativity, a mask that was crafted in accordance with societal 
expectations and which conceals her cruel and violent tendencies. Adora’s pastel outfits, her 
gentle gestures and demeanour, and not sincere expressions of a kind personality, but 
manipulative manifestations, designed to maintain her social upper hand while also obscuring 
her abuse.  
 
This obsession with appearance and performance is not limited to women, however, extending 
to the various rituals and social gatherings that the residents must engage in. Funerals, for 
instance, lack propriety and solemnity, shifting from their typical purpose as expressions of 
grief: at Natalie Keene’s funeral, Camille notices how her own mother wears a blue outfit 
because, as she herself claims, “black was hopeless and any other color was indecent” (Flynn 
2014, 46), reminiscing how her mother donned the exact same color for Marian’s funeral. In 
Wind Gap, funerals provide a perfect opportunity for the women to showcase their loyalty to 
the town’s sense of community and moral code in a noticeably performative manner, 
reinforcing the idea that femininity is purely a performance that must be upheld even in morbid 
scenarios such as funerals.  
 
According to this logic, any woman who deviates from the societal norms of femininity is 
punished, mainly through social isolation, gossip, and judgement, but also through violence and 
physical aggression. Not only do Camille’s own experiences perfectly illustrate how her own 
scars – both physical and psychological – deem her an outsider, one who failed to conform to 
the town’s expectations of femininity, but also the treatment of Ann Nash and Natalie Keene, 
the two murdered victims at the center of the novel’s plot. Both of them are described in such 
a way as to illustrate their deviation from the ideal of femininity: Ann is “a wilful thing (…) [a] 
tomboy” (Flynn 2014, 32–33), while Natalie is “a sweet, homely little thing” (Flynn 2014, 50), 
and both of them share a common feature expressed by Amma: “they were biters” (Flynn 2014, 
248). The way in which their murders become part of the local folklore occurs not necessarily 
due to their innocence, but rather because they somehow haven’t managed to conform to the 
expectations that society placed upon them. In this sense, their mutilated bodies become a 
symbol of multiple contextually dependent anxieties (regarding femininity, purity, and control). 
Jaber highlights the dual/split identity required by the town by quoting Miller and stating that 
“Sharp Objects focuses on femininity in a display that reveals a tension between public 
‘performance’ and ‘private deviance’” (Miller qtd. in Jaber 2022, 179). 
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Thus, fuelled by gossip and gender pressure, Wind Gap’s repression becomes a Gothic 
representation of suffocation and dread, as the community’s obsession with femininity, 
appearances, and the rigid gender roles that the members are supposed to embody manages to 
mask darker, more violent tendencies. It is, then, inevitable that the main abusive figure 
emerging from this environment, namely Adora Crellin, is a consequence of such pressures. 
Adora’s cruelty, in both its physical and mentally manipulative manifestations, is not deviant 
but logical, a violence which illustrates the burden of performative femininity within a strongly 
patriarchal setting, and which propagates further abuse through her legacy: the abuse of her 
daughters at her own hands. 
 
 
2.3. Maternal hierarchy and inherited violence 
 
In the novel, the transmission of trauma from mother to daughter functions as both a private 
psychological process of the abused individual and as a script that the most relevant female 
characters of the novel performatively engage with, similar to how they perform their 
femininity. Situated at one of the highest positions in Wind Gap’s social system, the Crellin 
matrilineal hierarchy strongly relies on the shaping of the female family members by the 
wounds inflicted upon them by previous women in the family, ensuring, thus, that the 
mechanism of repression is maintained. This reveals that, in the case of the Crellin women, the 
abusive heritage of the dominant matrilineal legacy acts not as a counterforce to the patriarchal 
system, but rather as one of its consequential instruments. 
 
As previously stated throughout this paper, Caruth’s trauma theory provides here as well a 
useful interpretation framework for understanding this specific dynamic of the abusive 
microcosm (Camille’s family) within the abusive macro-space (the town of Wind Gap itself as 
an abuse-breeding space). Caruth argues that trauma cannot be completely experienced in the 
moment of the traumatic event’s occurrence, returning instead in repetitions and harmful 
manifestations of resurfacing in the traumatized individual’s psyche. In Sharp Objects, this 
repetition seems to occur generationally: Adora’s cruel behaviour and the abuse she submits 
her daughters to is not merely an isolated pathological tendency but the result of her upbringing 
at the hands of her own mother, Joya, through intense neglect and emotional instability – 
“Adora was suffering from generational trauma herself and carried it along into her family. (…) 
Joya was neglectful of her, making her another neglectful mother in turn. (…) She passed it on 
to Camille, who is now suffering from PTSD.” (Rezaeian et al. 2023, 95) What is more, while 
Camille somehow escapes becoming another perpetrator (to an extent), it seems that Adora’s 
treatment of her daughters manages to transform Amma into the next victim in this seemingly 
unending chain of maternal abuse.  
 
The way in which Wind Gap, as a town, manages to reinforce and support this dynamic further 
through multiple generations of women is by elevating them and placing them in positions of 
authority while, at the same time, denying them honest channels of self-expression. This reveals 
a paradox within the social structure of the community: allowing women to handle social 
dominance and power, but only within and from the confinement of their own domestic and 
isolated propriety. Through the detailed record they keep of one another, they are both the ones 
who maintain the moralistic order and its victims. It is this paradox that generates what might 
be identified as a form of female tyranny, where women themselves reinforce patriarchal 
standards upon other women while still being entrapped by the very same standards. Adora’s 
role as a matriarch in her community is an ideal example—admired for her beauty, her manners, 
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and her perpetual maternal devotion—yet, those who have no access to her private life cannot 
understand that these are merely performances which mask her real, violent capacity.  
 
Therefore, in Wind Gap’s heavily patriarchal system, matrilineal hierarchies and maternal 
inheritance function less as an empowering mechanism in the face of dominant male 
counterparts and more as an instrument of control and masking aggression. Trauma is 
transmitted between women through generations, where at least one daughter has to carry the 
burden of both her mother’s personal wounds and those that the mother, in turn, inflicts upon 
her. The abusive figure that emerges in this context, more specifically, in this case, Adora, can 
be considered both a victim and a perpetrator of the system, influenced by the same oppressive 
and violent forces she perpetuates further.  
 
 
2.4. The Crellin family mansion and the Southern postbellum aristocratic rot 
 
Within the metaphor of Wind Gap as a decaying, abuse-perpetuating womb, the Crellin family 
mansion functions as a concentrated organ, a monumental illustration of the postbellum South’s 
obsession with lineage and the aesthetics of purity. The house’s symbolic architecture is 
described as “an elaborate Victorian replete with a widow’s walk, a wrap-around veranda, a 
summer porch […] and a cupola arrowing out of the top” (Flynn 2014, 35), evoking the 
opulence of the postbellum Southern American region, still clinging to its well-established 
economic and moral past. The Victorian style of the mansion, its multiple rooms, and its 
labyrinthine structure become symbols of the psychologically complex relationships between 
the members of the Crellin family. The house is also described as “full of cubbyholes and nooks, 
curiously circuitous” (Flynn 2014, 35), reflecting the intricate and oftentimes complicated 
relationships and traumas that manifest themselves in Adora’s household, mainly at her hand. 
Even the architecture of the Crellin mansion, alongside the judgemental community of Wind 
Gap and its unfulfillable code of conduct, is designed to hide and create spaces where violence 
can occur without exposure. 
 
The mansion’s symmetrical and ordered perfection reveals details that showcase Adora’s 
obsession with constructing a performative identity through aesthetic control. At some point, 
Camille observes that Adora’s house is “perfect, down to the dozens of cut tulips in vases at the 
entry hall” (Flynn 2014, 36). The flowers, freshly cut and perpetually meticulously tended to 
by Adora herself, reinforce the general communal obsession with beauty, aesthetics of 
propriety, and feminine delicateness, an obsession which masks the underlying moral 
degradation taking place. We get a hint of this when Camille describes how the air in the garden 
is “so teasy with pollen” that her eyes water (Flynn 2014, 36), a small sensory detail which 
exposes the house’s apparent beauty as a source of physical discomfort.  
 
Moreover, the house’s historical familial significance is relevant to its symbolic representation: 
Camille’s grandparents (Adora’s parents) “owned the pig farm and half the houses around it” 
(Flynn 2014, 117), situating the Crellin family within the heritage of the Southern aristocratic 
group we have previously mentioned. The wealth of the family, originating from agricultural 
labor (the pig farm and slaughterhouse) and land ownership, reminds one of the antebellum 
Southern plantation-dependent economy, and through its Victorian aesthetic, the house 
becomes a contemporary illustration of this violent heritage, a reminder that the entire region’s 
history is based on repression and the exploitation of the vulnerable individual.  
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While its exterior architecture is explanatory enough, the mansion’s interior also reinforces the 
inherent violence of the domestic space. Forced to sleep in her childhood bedroom, Camille 
observes that it remains preserved exactly as it was more than a decade earlier, before she left, 
a mark of stagnation and suspended development. Decorated with paintings of “proper pastel 
pastorals” and even a “portrait of Eleanor Roosevelt” (Flynn 2014, 62), a décor which mirrors 
less of Camille’s personal character and choices, and more of her mother’s desire to control and 
shape her daughter according to her own ideals. One might feel inclined to claim that this is a 
result of an act of nostalgia; however, the room’s preservation is another instance of Adora 
refusing to acknowledge Camille’s agency and independent growth. As Camille’s room 
remains unchanged over time, revealing how her childhood remained frozen at the time of her 
traumatic experience, one very important aspect to take into consideration when analyzing the 
spatial control of the Crellin household is the way in which it extends to Amma. Her dollhouse, 
a highly authentic miniature replica of the family house, illustrates how she manages to 
internalize her mother’s dominance. Amma manages to submit to her mother’s authority, at 
least in appearance, by integrating the strict rituals and values of her family. However, her 
choice of using the teeth of the girls she has murdered as the floor tiles of her dollhouse reveals 
that even Amma is, to a certain degree, aware of the violent foundation of her domestic space 
and community. The dollhouse thus becomes more than just a toy; it becomes a space where 
Amma momentarily renounces her wilderness and rehearses the societal feminine role her 
mother has forced her to embody.  
 
This connection between the domestic, familiar space (the Crellin family house) and both the 
historical and communal violence is a crucial aspect of the Southern Gothic tradition. The image 
of the decayed mansion is a recurring motif in this genre, and while the Crellin household is 
maintained in perfect condition, the interior moral and psychological degradation of its 
inhabitants mirrors the Southern cultural and moral decline. The perfect façade disguises the 
family’s intense dysfunctionality, and the house’s paradoxical status, both beautiful and 
grotesque, captures the essence of the Southern Gothic mode. 
 
In Sharp Objects, the town of Wind Gap is no longer just the background setting for the 
narrative, but one of the main violent figures (if not the original) in the story, based on social 
systems that prioritize romanticized histories and gendered standards, all producing the optimal 
conditions for abuse and the emergence of abusive figures. The community’s obsession with 
hiding violence and deviation while absorbing its strength from the suffering of one of its most 
vulnerable categories reveals a landscape of hypocrisy. Within this particular environment, 
femininity is rendered performative through sustained surveillance and through the ideal of the 
Southern Belle, a performance that is more or less forcefully maintained through the matrilineal 
trauma circulating from one generation of women to the next. This is what shapes Adora’s 
disorder and cruel tendencies, Camille’s self-destruction, and, ultimately, Amma’s sadism. The 
Crellin mansion embodies this structure and its dynamic, masking complete degradation and 
psychological rot behind a wall of Victorian elegance and artificial maternal care. In this sense, 
the town of Wind Gap can be identified as the foundational abusive figure of the narrative, 
allowing for other violent figures, such as Joya, Adora, and Amma Crellin, to emerge. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
In examining Wind Gap as the abuse-generative source of Flynn’s novel Sharp Objects, it 
becomes obvious that the Southern Gothic small-town functions as more than just the 
background, becoming a primary instrument in the novel’s architecture of traumatic cycles, 
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gendered violence, and psychological degradation. Through this claustrophobic space, the 
obsessive attachment to a selectively nostalgic past, and its deeply rooted patriarchal 
hierarchies, Wind Gap embodies a decayed abuse, incubating and reproducing various forms 
of suffering which it later seeks to mask. The town’s physical architecture, its rituals, and the 
social dynamics all enact what the framework of trauma theory deems “unclaimed 
experiences”: compulsive repetitions of past events that neither individuals nor the communities 
they belong to can process or overcome. Consequently, Wind Gap’s residents become 
imprisoned within a perpetual loop of “acting out,” unable to distinguish between inherited 
violence and the realities of the present. 
 
The matrilineal structures of abuse presented in the novel (illustrated most explicitly through 
Adora’s toxic maternal performance and its devastating effects on her three daughters) 
demonstrate how the domination dynamic of patriarchal structures is not only enforced by the 
male members of society but also internalized, recreated, and instrumentalized by their feminine 
counterparts who have been shaped by this oppressive system. In this sense, Wind Gap’s 
violence is systemic, a predictable and logical outcome of a community constructed upon 
emotional repression, perpetual surveillance, and the normalization of abuse. Whether it is the 
slaughterhouse, the Crellin mansion, the woods, or the town’s social engagements, these spaces 
operate as physical manifestations of a dialectic of ruin, where the boundaries between 
nurturance and harm, intimacy and intrusion, past and present become unclear and collapse. 
 
Ultimately, Sharp Objects reveals that the Southern Gothic small town is more than just haunted 
by its historical and cultural traumas, becoming structured and organized according to them. 
Wind Gap’s incapability to confront its founding wounds ensures a continual traumatic 
reenactment, producing in turn a generation of traumatized individuals who constantly oscillate 
between their identities as victims and as perpetrators. By reframing the town as a corrupted 
maternal reproductive nexus, Flynn exposes the American Gothic preoccupation with the 
connections and interplay between landscape, individual identity, and violence. Wind Gap 
becomes, in equal measure, the cause and the effect of its residents’ suffering, a suffocating, 
closed system within which trauma circulates endlessly. In this way, the novel positions the 
American Gothic small town as a significant symbol of the national unresolved histories, an 
environment where decay is fundamental and which itself in turn generates ruin. 
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Abstract: This paper examines the substantial role of African American musical traditions in 
modern era identity formation, focusing on the interplay between trauma and the presence of 
the blues aesthetic in sexual revenge narratives written by James Baldwin and Toni Morrison, 
namely Another Country, Giovanni’s Room, Jazz, and Song of Solomon. Through the lens of 
the blues matrix, this comparative analysis explores the ways in which identity crises coincide 
with aspects of early blues and jazz. Structurally engaging with oral influences, the research 
offers a new perspective on blues literature in the wake of the Civil Rights Movement, 
reaffirming the dependent relation between the individual and his cultural heritage. 
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Introduction 
 
“The problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of the color line” (5), anticipates W. E. 
B. Du Bois (2012) a mere half a century before the Civil Rights Movement. The celebrated 
essayist manages to condense in this infamous phrase the complex anxieties which permeate 
modern-day social interactions, and consequently, the artistic expressions resulting from them. 
The Souls of Black Folk is representative as a reflection of art as a cultural product, where Du 
Bois reflects the equalitarian ideal of the Harlem Renaissance by introducing each chapter with 
a stanza written by a white poet and a stanza from a Black spiritual. The image of African 
American musical notes in this essay collection draws upon the convoluted history of Black 
artistry, whose development had been stalled due to the remnants of the Institution of Slavery 
in American social life.  
 
In contrast to other forms of artistic expression, African American music managed to flourish 
in time, as plantation owners encouraged enslaved people to perform for them and to develop 
work songs in an attempt to keep them docile (Johnson 1930, 87; Chase 1987, 59; Murray 1997, 
212). America’s Music: From the Pilgrims to the Present likewise provides a brief overview of 
multiple historical accounts of British officials encouraging colonialists to keep their slaves 
happy by having them sing during their short breaks (Chase 1987, 59). It was due to this practice 
that Black people succeeded in retaining features from West African culture, such as the call-
and-response structure and the antiphonal song patterning (56), leading to music being not only 
a form of resilience and expression but also a means of cultural preservation. 
 
Preoccupied with the ways in which transnational hybridity influences modernity, sociologist 
Paul Gilroy challenges traditional notions of African American music as a repetitive form of 
expression that “emerges contingently from the endless play of racial signification” (1993, 36), 
instead promoting a more nuanced understanding of the ways in which Black music gains a 
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dialogical attribute through the interaction between the “self and the other” (79). Due to this 
contact, music becomes a communitarian space protected by the African antiphonal pattern, 
which “symbolizes […] new, non-dominating social relationships” (79). Gilroy’s emphasis on 
ethnic hybridization as a core element in the construction of the modern Black Atlantic mirrors 
and uses the inherent dynamic between the individual and community embodied in the 
improvisation and solo performance of jazz, which Ralph Ellison (1964) attributes to the 
singer’s identity being constructed in relation to his presence within the group and “as a link in 
the chain of tradition” (234).  
 
Gilroy’s (1993) questioning of the historical privilege accorded to textuality is particularly 
important for understanding oral culture as a maker of discourse, with music itself acting as 
language which works as an intentional and intellectual form of cultural knowledge, its 
performative aspects acting as “pre- and anti-discursive constituents of black 
metacommunication” (75). This observation will prove especially relevant when it comes to the 
literary exploration of oral memory as a way of connecting with one’s past in the absence of 
textual aid, reflecting the history of Black music as essential to modern identity. 
 
African American music is largely credited for three main popular music genres that made their 
appearance in the second half of the 19th century: blues, ragtime, and jazz (Chase 1987, 491). 
Although these forms started developing in the decades following the Reconstruction, the 
currents gained popularity slightly later, during the 1890s, mainly due to two cultural factors 
fundamental to understanding the essence of the blues: Black balladry and lynchings (Evans 
2002, 20–21). Narrative folk ballads had already been popularized in the South, quickly adopted 
by Black people after Emancipation, and used as a way of telling their own stories at a time 
when support for the Jim Crow laws was at its peak. The majority of these songs featured 
characters who rebelled against the societal norms rooted in racial discrimination, passing down 
popular revenge stories which would become essential to the blues in both content and form. 
Thus, this violent dimension of early African American music is heavily indebted to the 
disillusionment felt by the first Black generation to be born as free American citizens, who 
faced segregation, discrimination, and racial violence after the promises of the Reconstruction.  
 
Hence, the blues would come to inherit the rage felt by early performers, but it would also come 
to reflect the individualism born out of the Jim Crow era, absent in work songs or any other 
precursors. Evans (2002, 21) explains that individualism at this point is largely a white concept, 
fundamental to the hopes echoed by the American dream, but the African American individual 
was unengaged in the industrial pursuit of happiness, as “[f]or blacks it was a matter of survival” 
(21). Moreover, music itself was seen as more of a shared creation within Black culture (Moore 
2002, 6) because it portrayed and borrowed from common experiences. This communal spirit 
was broken by the need to endure the violence that peaked with decades of lynchings, which is 
both shaped and reflected by the early blues singer, a figure who is often alone, suffering, and 
inflicting his own pain on others. 
 
In its original form, country blues is an expression of one voice accompanied by one instrument, 
usually a guitar, sometimes a piano or a harmonica, instruments that were quite new to Black 
singers at the time (Evans 2002, 24), as previous ballads and popular music usually made use 
of the banjo. Solo performances were very popular at the beginning of the blues, with groups 
and bands adopting the form once it gained popularity in the following years, when it became 
a commercial genre that was played at dances. Evans explains that the blues became an 
established genre at the turn of the century, when popular songs began using the name in their 
titles (25). Similarly, Samuel Charters (1967) provides an image of how early blues was 
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received when outlining Charley Patton’s career: “[h]e sang in cabins, in ramshackle 
roadhouses, in country dance halls, even in gardens and plantation house back yards” (38). For 
musicians like Patton, the blues was akin to balladry or party music, and he played for anyone 
willing to listen to the suffering of an entire community, which the lyrics recounted.  
 
The blues functions both as a genre, characterized by the features already mentioned, and a 
form, featuring a twelve-bar chord progression. Lyrically, the blues follows what is called the 
AAB pattern, carried on from the call-and-response structure established in West African music 
(Evans 2002, 22; Chase 1987, 490). This form implies the repetition of a question or a problem, 
which is followed by its response. An early example of the blues formation can be seen in 
Patton’s Pony Blues: 
 

Hitch up my pony, saddl’ up my black mare; 
Hitch up my pony, saddl’ up my black mare; 
I’m gon’ find a rider, ooh, baby in the world somewhere. (Chase 1987, 
402) 

 
Blues revolutionized the history of American music in several ways, most notably the 
spontaneity of the performance, which would later become improvisation in jazz, one of the 
most everlasting representations of democracy and individualism in the arts. The very function 
of the musical instrument evolved in the hands of the solo bluesmen, who used the melodical 
line as a “second voice” (Evans 2002, 22), which participated in the song and answered the 
vocals (Chase 1987, 490). Moreover, blues singers experimented with their voices in ways that 
were unusual at the time, further enhancing the dark tone even more. They growled, yelped, 
moaned, wailed, sang in falsetto, and cried for help, bending the limits of the voice and the 
instrument. Experimentation of this sort will become part of the legacy of the blues, aiding the 
bluesman in presenting his persona as a tortured soul. 
 
A thematic definition of the blues would classify it as a “blending of realism and imagination, 
sadness and humor, satire and sexuality” (Chase 1987, 489). In other words, the blues provides 
a channel through which the bluesmen would express the disillusionment they found in life, 
while simultaneously celebrating all that life has to offer. Similarly, in a synthesis of Ralph 
Ellison and Albert Murray’s understanding of the blues aesthetic, Baker (2003) defines the 
paradigm as a combination of the blue state of mind and the syncopated, free-spirited rhythm 
of the blues genre: “[i]f blues is an affliction, blues music is the antidote” (1). This jubilant 
perspective carries with it the confessional style through which bluesmen would sing their 
sorrows in a narrative mode similar to that of Black balladry, dominated by violence, sexuality, 
and religious imagery rendered through the characteristic AAB lyrical pattern (Evans 2002, 22; 
Chase 1987, 490). 
 
Thematically, the oftentimes contested (Baraka 1991, 102) religious dimension comes not from 
Africa, but from the ways in which enslaved people adopted and redefined the Christianity their 
masters forced on them (Marcus 1990, 22). The blues shifts the doctrine from the Creator to the 
Devil, and instead of continuing the sermonic tradition, these musicians focused on “man’s fear 
of life, and became artists of the fear” (23). This shift in content, as well as the profane nature 
of the lyrics, emphasizes the dichotomy between the sacred and the secular, combining elements 
from African American work songs, sermons, and hollers with the existentialist individualism 
that inspired this otherwise shared tradition as a result of post-Reconstruction racial violence 
(Evans 2002, 21). The inherently complex issue of this religious presence in African American 
music also reflects the strong effect that the tumultuous history of Black Christianity has on the 
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individual who is seeking to establish his own identity in modern America. The problem will 
remain central to political discourse at the height of the Civil Rights Movement, particularly in 
the Black nationalist scene. 
 
Similar yet distinct, jazz shares many of its features with blues, as they both inherited elements 
from the West African musical tradition. The syncopated rhythm, harmonic complexity, and 
call-and-response lyrical structure are pivotal to both old and new jazz. The spontaneity that 
early bluesmen used to innovate their songs evolves in jazz as improvisation, one of its defining 
features (Monson 2004, 114). A masterful jazz performance manages to surprise the listener 
who knows the songs by heart through deliberate deviation from the melody. Combined with 
Louis Armstrong’s popularization of the jazz solo (Chase 1987, 510), the stage becomes a 
reflection of American individualism through the rendition of one man supported by his band. 
What appears to be a sudden burst of creativity is carefully orchestrated collaboration by the 
musicians (Martin 2004, 134), turning the melody into a dialogue where each has a say in how 
this song will end. If blues succeeded in portraying the American citizen’s disillusionment with 
his nation’s failure, jazz instead became a practice “intimately tied to democracy” (Jackson 
2004, 93) that celebrates integration regardless of race. 
 
However, to avoid the oversimplifying tendency to view the history of American music as a 
rigid succession of distinct genres, the recurrent approach to African American realities through 
the simultaneous use of musical traditions such as work songs, hollers, and sermons has also 
been understood as placing the stories within the “blues matrix” (Eckard 1994, 11–12), which 
includes the various forms and musical practices that have defined Black culture together, 
influencing each other in turn. “A web of intersecting, crisscrossing impulses always in 
productive transit” (Baker 1984, 3), the blues matrix includes a large array of Black musical 
traditions in a complex and flexible unity. The blues, then, becomes a code for navigating all 
socio-historical aspects of African American life, “conditioning Afro-America’s cultural 
signifying” (5). This paradigm provides a lens through which the ever-changing realities 
contributing to racial discourse can be analyzed in African American literature by privileging 
the “vernacular facets of American culture” (11).  
 
This paper acknowledges the fluid nuances of musical history and henceforth treats jazz and 
the blues as interconnected art forms, since the dialogue between their respective aesthetics 
speaks to the same pain while sometimes channeling it through distinct manifestations. 
Moreover, critics such as Gabbard (2004) hypothesize that “jazz” as such is a “construct” (1), 
since it was used for various musical expressions that by technical standards are not actually 
jazz, and performers who are regarded as key jazz figures thought of their music as blues or 
ragtime. It is essential to consider that the names given to these musical traditions are not strictly 
defined in the cultural and literary landscape, and that successful technical classification can 
prove counterproductive to the present discourse. 
 
 
1. The blues literature of James Baldwin and Toni Morrison  
 
An important aspect to consider before proceeding with the literary analysis is the approaches 
Baldwin and Morrison adopt when imbuing their works with musical influences. Their 
understanding of the blues, jazz, and musical terms differs, pertaining to their overarching goals 
in presenting America through the lens of its music. Toni Morrison dives into the technical 
aspects of jazz, making her narrative vibrate to its syncopated rhythm, while James Baldwin’s 
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approach reflects Baraka’s understanding of jazz as a social practice (1991, 101–109), all the 
while maintaining a shared multiethnic talent.  
 
On the one hand, in her foreword to Jazz, Morrison (2016) admits she aims to internalize the 
characteristics of jazz music in hopes that her novel might not merely reflect those features, but 
“become them” (xii). The narrative uses the call-and-response structure specific to jazz and the 
blues; solo moments where one character will step in, jumping on the timeline; and rhythm 
fluidity built using simple or complicated syntax, depending on the setting. Similar games are 
employed more subtly in Beloved and Sula, showing technical depth lending the stories the 
“jazz-like quality” defined by O’Meally (1998, 535–536). This experimental approach captures 
the jazz aesthetic without necessarily mentioning its influence, as direct references are 
somewhat rare. 
 
The extent to which specific musical techniques dominate Morrison’s Jazz has been thoroughly 
investigated by theorists such as Nick Pici (2000), convincingly arguing that the influence of 
Black music is present at the level of narrative, form, and content, with a great focus on stylistics 
that enhance the “jazzy ambiance” (26) of the story. Towards the end of the 20th century, 
however, the discourse regarding the interplay between music and literature began shifting its 
focus to a more technical perspective. Consequently, voices such as Alan Munton (1997) 
challenge the praise authors such as Toni Morrison received for integrating a jazz aesthetic in 
their writing, arguing against the possibility of adapting jazz structure to novel form (236–245). 
While discussing popular reception of Sula, Munton argues that critics have a “confused 
understanding of musical terms” (239), which stems from their lack of familiarity with musical 
theory and insistence that jazz is itself an expression derived from African American 
experience. He goes further to suggest that talking about a jazz aesthetic in literature comes 
from an effort to “Africanize […] fiction by associating it with jazz” (244), whereas the author 
merely borrows from folk Black rhythm. 
 
One of the most evident ways in which Munton misreads the jazz aesthetic is in his claim that 
literary critics misunderstand the jazz solo as a spontaneous occurrence, which would make 
Morrison’s solo sequences in Jazz artificial (246), but the careful planning of a solo coexists 
with the very nature of narration. Additionally, the rigid understanding of jazz in terms of 
methodology undermines the cultural factor of the jazz aesthetic, namely the existence of 
interconnected genres of Black music as a web of cultural signification, which cannot be treated 
in isolation. Understanding jazz as an element of the complex array of traditions encapsulated 
by the blues matrix, as suggested by Houston Baker, is imperative to navigating African 
American modern and postmodern art. 
 
The concept of “oral memory” (Middleton 1993, 64) is especially central to Toni Morrison’s 
works, which explore the role of music in African American consciousness in various ways, 
focusing on technical form, lyrical language, and the importance of ritual. Oral memory is used 
as a core way of connecting with one’s past, stabilizing the individual in his own history by 
defying the new literate culture, which, unavailable to his ancestors, imposes itself as superior 
over the oral tradition. James Baldwin (2010), on the other hand, “[doesn’t] know anything 
about music” (57). This statement, which works as a rhetorical device rather than a full-fledged 
confession, drives attention away from musical theory and instead emphasizes the 
psychological and social origins of Black arts. Despite not being a musician or even particularly 
interested in the techniques implemented in music, Baldwin would celebrate musicians 
throughout his career, borrowing from them in other ways: “I model myself on jazz musicians, 
dancers, a couple of whores and a few junkies” (Baldwin qtd. in Simawe 2000, 12). His 
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experimentation with the blues form can be seen mostly in his poetry, with “Staggerlee 
wonders” opening with a confession similar to that of a balladeer or early blues singer, imitating 
the way in which the bluesman responds to oppression, rather than the technical aspects of his 
song. Baldwin’s approach to the blues aesthetic, therefore, foregrounds the social and reflective 
value of African American music, employing similar confessional traditions to explore identity 
in the modern U.S. 
 
The remnants of the West African antiphonal pattern reveal the beat as an “entity of relation,” 
where “one rhythm always defines another” (Snead 2017, 652), creating meaning in a similar 
manner to that of language in semiology. Baldwin explores this concept in the relation between 
music and listener, where the silence, which is subdued by melody, adds a psychological 
element to the art, illuminating for the audience “what they themselves [can]not say” (Baldwin 
1998, 676). In other words, music evokes emotions that one might prefer to keep buried instead. 
Silence only becomes loud once the music has stopped, as “great music depends, ultimately, on 
great silence” (Baldwin 2001a, 324), enhancing the very suffering which Black music knows 
so intimately, and which can only be accepted through celebration. The psychological origins 
of African American music are further investigated by Baldwin through an aversion akin to 
proper fear. This idea of passing down knowledge and wisdom through song implies not only 
understanding one’s roots but also accepting the pain buried under them. For this reason and 
combined with the social aspect of orality and the confessional quality of the blues narrative, 
music reveals answers that the characters themselves are not seeking. If Morrison’s Milkman 
is on a quest with oral tradition as his only guide, the violent tendencies in Another Country and 
Giovanni’s Room are enhanced by mentions of melody and rhythm. 
 
The works selected for this study share not only the presence of African American music 
(through blues, jazz, or a combination of both) as a mediator in the process of identity formation, 
but also the violence expressed through vengeance enacted by sexual means, be it rape, 
domestic violence, or murder of a partner. Therefore, my aim is to investigate the extent to 
which modern identity crises in the mentioned novels overlap with aspects of early blues and 
jazz by analyzing the role of music in the process of identity formation. As such, the paper 
focuses on instances of tension between individual drives and societal expectations, revealing 
the ways in which positioning this conflict in the blues matrix aids in better understanding the 
socio-historical aspects intervening in this quest for self-invention in American modernity.  
 
Song of Solomon explores the role of oral culture in grounding the individual in his past, 
continually deploring or celebrating figures depending on their connection to musical rituals. 
Milkman’s partner plots his murder as a result of not being accepted in his future, while Guitar 
seeks to enact vengeance against innocent citizens for functioning within a white supremacist 
society that benefits them. Similarly, Another Country and Giovanni’s Room follow the abuse 
resulting from an internalized model informed by traditional sexual norms built on white 
hegemonic ideals. Music oversees the tension between heteronormative standards and repressed 
homosexual tendencies, revealing domestic violence as a mechanism of self-destruction. 
Finally, the adultery in Jazz highlights all of these factors as heightened by the urban landscape, 
pondering the necessity of cultural preservation in a hybrid society. 
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2. Acceptance & fear: the blues as a power which enhances and defers the meaning of 
silence 
 
The bluesman and the jazz singer represent reactions to African American history that motivate 
the ideological distance between the Harlem Renaissance and the Black Arts Movement, as 
well as the different racial Americas conjured by Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X. It is 
the intellectual conflict between these claims of Black identity within the United States that the 
blues narrative reveals so acutely, exposed by Baldwin and Morrison inscribing their musical 
heritage in the mentioned texts, through which they investigate different reactions to racism and 
the ensuing ideologies promoted by characters who either accept or reject their own 
communities. In the quest for identity that the chosen texts explore, the notions of equality, 
race, and Black nationalism are questioned to the extent of violent conclusions.  
 
The unique circumstances under which Black musical arts managed to flourish enhance the 
importance of oral storytelling as a way of connecting with one’s past, which becomes essential 
as a mechanism of identity production in the modern era. The discussion surrounding this issue 
does not assume the existence of identity in binary terms, but rather as a continuous struggle 
between performing one’s own culture and internalizing the social pressure of acting according 
to the privileged American, whose ancestors were never “brought here in chains” (Baldwin 
1963, 74). Thus, music in African American literature becomes synonymous with knowledge. 
 
Morrison explores the cultural and epistemological significance of oral storytelling through 
Milkman’s odyssey in Song of Solomon, which contrasts with his father’s displacement from 
African American customs. The novel’s narrative portrays Milkman’s need to reconnect with 
his own culture, which he can only do by internalizing the same oral tradition from which his 
own father distanced himself in favor of financial success. The connection with blues music is 
created more subtly than in other similar works, such as the one with jazz in Jazz, where the 
characters actually dance to the tunes the author imbues into the novel. Yet Milkman’s quest 
for identity as a young African American man evokes the blues aesthetic through his role as a 
disillusioned wanderer, his lover’s violence, his friend’s sexual revenge, and his father’s painful 
individualism. This cast of characters embodies the figure of the bluesman whose lyrics, guitar, 
and shrieks paint the image of America as their own version of Hell. 
 
The mystery of Milkman’s heritage reveals itself through hints that can only be passed down 
orally, enhancing the fundamental difference between him and his father, whose disregard for 
his own culture makes it even more difficult for Milkman to find Shalimar. Macon cannot 
remember his father’s real name, which only existed in vernacular, and he only knows him by 
the one that had been wrongly recorded at his birth. This episode represents the rupture between 
his family and that of his ancestors, the past remaining unknown to him. 
 
On his quest, Milkman is guided by traditional songs resembling the structure of blues, passed 
down to him orally. Milkman recognizes the verses that announce Mr. Smith’s suicide, which 
are repeated in Hagar’s home, as “that old blues song Pilate sang all the time”: 
 

O Sugarman done fly away 
Sugarman done gone 
Sugarman cut across the sky 
Sugarman gone home… (Morrison 2004, 6) 

 



 

88 
 

The same melody with small alterations will prove to be the key to Milkman’s mystery when a 
group of children sings the same lyrics, while replacing Sugarman with Solomon. Written 
information proves to be erroneous in this case, due to different people using their own names 
for Shalimar, which forces Milkman to disregard his father’s teachings and reconnect with 
ethnic customs. “Sugarman done fly away” (Morrison 2004, 6) likewise introduces an entire 
framework for understanding Song of Solomon by referencing the legend of the flying Africans. 
The myth retains its presence along the story through wordplay, such as in Milkman’s 
conversation with Vernell, where the latter mishears Pilate’s name: “Ha! Sound like a 
newspaper headline: Pilot Dead. She do any flying?” (283). This frequent use of satire in grim 
situations is also greatly represented in African American music, especially in the blues (Chase 
1987, 489), where humor becomes a channel for expressing agony as a form of resilience. Thus, 
Middleton (1993) argues, the connection between characters is formed through the blues tune 
that managed to pass down said myth through generations, foregrounding artistic customs or 
rituals, as essential to maintaining a strong cultural identity (65). 
 
A similar blues tune to the one that is the key to Shalimar is sung in Another Country at Rufus’ 
funeral: 
 

I’m a stranger, don’t drive me away. 
I’m a stranger, don’t drive me away. 
If you drive me away, you may need me some day, 
I’m a stranger, don’t drive me away. (Baldwin 2001a, 123) 

 
Both melodies follow the AAB pattern characteristic of the blues form, being familiar only to 
people who share the same culture, regardless of their level of acquittance. If “Sugarman done 
fly away” becomes the only map for Shalimar because strangers are connected through the 
lyrics, “I’m a stranger, don’t drive me away” acts as the common language of grief between the 
African American people present at the funeral, with the narrator enhancing the ethnic 
differences between them and the only white characters present, Cass and Vivaldo. The 
narration is limited, focusing on Cass’ perspective and revealing the constant contrast through 
which she sees the world: “whitest handkerchief Cass had ever seen, between her two dark 
hands” (Baldwin 2001a, 123). Vivaldo’s internal monologue is absent from said episode, yet 
the narrator emphasizes his solitary condition as “very still and alone” (123) among people from 
a culture he will desperately attempt to understand.  
 
The song Rufus’ family sings in his memory, “more like the blues than an hymn” (125), is 
inaccessible to the two outsiders, as they do not possess the transgenerational knowledge 
necessary to partake in the ritual, yet it is simultaneously in this musical moment that the racial 
factor dissipates for a moment, locating “humanity in the commonplace” (Elam 2015, 7). After 
Rufus’ death, Vivaldo finds himself at odds with the ethnic differences between himself and his 
partner, Rufus’ sister Ida, due to having a difficult time understanding her racially motivated 
apprehension regarding encounters with people who are not African American. It is by sincerely 
listening to her music that Vivaldo eventually questions his own biases and acknowledges their 
different struggles in an attempt to understand Ida’s pain: “Perhaps the answer was in the songs 
[…] What in the world did these songs mean to her?” (Baldwin 2001a, 307–308). 
 
Trauma permeates both episodes. Music is first mentioned in Song of Solomon during Mr. 
Smith’s suicide, the same cause of death as Rufus’ in Another Country. Singing in these 
circumstances gains a religious dimension, transcending material experience and acting as a 
collective prayer for the dead. Both texts illustrate the sermonic quality of the blues, since, 
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whether or not one sees the genre as fully secular, the influence of gospel music on early 
bluesmen is equally relevant to that of the holler. Blues as an expression of grief embodies the 
same agony which can only be quenched by accepting, celebrating, and honoring it. This 
jubilance is further explored in the puns Morrison builds around the myth of the flying Africans, 
such as the interplay between Pilot and Pilate, as well as the instances where flying is used in 
humorous situations, despite referring to suicide. 
 
Aside from jazz and blues being the catalysts of human connection in Another Country, they 
likewise reveal the characters’ identity in a stage of crisis: “And the silence, beneath the music, 
would be tremendous with their fear” (133). Music is often compared to a “revelation,” which 
figures such as Eric and Vivaldo initially avoid, at times walking away from the performance. 
The blues embodies an almost divine, terrifying wisdom, hanging over the moments when the 
tumultuous conflicts of the self are finalized. For example, when Vivaldo finally accepts his 
desire for Eric, their lovemaking is compared to music that is no longer haunting, and Bessie 
Smith can be heard in the background when Cass accepts the improbability of her affair with 
Eric lasting. Desire is hidden and revealed in musical terms, with characters longing for each 
other’s “rhythm” and understanding more from the cadence of one another’s voices rather than 
spoken words.  
 
Musical terms retain a similar connotation in Giovanni’s Room, with mentions of melody 
denoting key knowledge about himself that David is not prepared to face, namely, his 
homosexual desire. Like Eric in Another Country, David is visiting France to seemingly escape 
American society, but the text reveals that he seeks to leave behind his own self by crossing the 
ocean. Both expats are inspired by Baldwin’s (2017) own experiences in Paris, from which he 
concludes that “[t]he American in Europe is everywhere confronted with the question of his 
identity” (137). From this perspective, David’s quest for identity is the reversal of Milkman’s, 
since the African American protagonist aches to reconnect with his past in order to discover 
himself, while the white expatriate is on the run, hiding from the reality of his own passions in 
vain. The journey of both travelers reaches its peak when they find a piece of music, but while 
Milkman accepts it, David rejects its implications, which culminates in Giovanni's death. 
 
The musical subtext in Giovanni’s Room is more subtle than in the other texts discussed in this 
paper. Terminology is used scarcely and in abstract ways, with vague actual references. 
Considering the number of allusions to Bessie Smith in Another Country, explorations of the 
nature of sermon in Go Tell It on the Mountain, mentions of music as hope in If Beale Street 
Could Talk, and love declarations to jazz in Sonny’s Blues, the absence of concrete musical 
wording in one of Baldwin’s most popular works is as intentional as it is atypical. This absence, 
however, dominates the narrative in a similar way to that of racial discourse (Henderson 2005, 
299; Holland 2000, 105), which develops within the text as a Derridean trace.   
 
David’s repressive sexuality manifests similarly to Vivaldo’s, both of them rejecting music as 
a representation of self-discovery. In Giovanni’s Room, the protagonist’s life is a series of 
prolonged silences, which are only disrupted when a musician, Giovanni, renders his 
heterosexual performance illusory. This internalized homophobia is revealed to be at least 
partially indebted to the paternal figure, whose house is similar to Macon Dead’s, a silent place: 
“The silence, then, in which my father climbed the stairs was by far the worst silence my life 
had ever known” (Baldwin 2001b, 20). The following times silence is mentioned in the text it 
attracts the adjective “awful,” and from this moment forward until the fight, it is always 
interrupted by Giovanni: “There was silence for a moment, threatened, from a distance, by that 
laugh of Giovanni’s” (56) and “the quality of that silence; which had been broken [by] 
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Giovanni” (83). Likewise, most mentions of music and melody appear in the presence of 
Giovanni, the violinist who reveals to David what was hiding behind said silence. 
 
If Eric and Vivaldo gradually learn to accept the wisdom of music and, subsequently, their 
connection, David strips the song out of Giovanni, who commits murder in “his own shocked 
silence” (147), which he eventually embodies before his execution: “There is darkness all 
around him, there is silence in him” (159). It is in the simultaneous absence and sexual power 
of music that trauma is revealed in the case of David, whose ultimate rejection of its rhythms 
signals a rejection of the self. 
 
Similarly, the concept of music as a carrier of knowledge is explored to its greatest extent in 
Toni Morrison’s Jazz, where jazz itself becomes the driving force of the entire novel and 
embodies the role of an omniscient narrator. Critics such as Paula Eckard (1994) observe how, 
even though the narrator displays a human understanding of events, it recognizes its own lack 
of form by admitting at times that it possesses no material body (13). The novel plays with the 
jazz aesthetic by creating the illusion of spontaneity in the way in which characters are allowed 
to step forward and let the reader glimpse at the story from their perspective, borrowing from 
the solo characteristic of jazz performers.  
 
This narrative improvisation is further aided by the syncopation created through a periodic 
isolation of adjectives and nouns throughout the text: “He just did it. One man. One defenseless 
girl. Death. A sample-case man. A nice, neighborly, everybody-knows-him man” (Morrison 
2016, 73). This technique quickens the rhythm and, therefore, pace of the novel, which is 
afterward softened when switching to longer sentences, increasing in density. Manipulating the 
confessions down to the syntactic level ensures that the reader is not allowed to forget that the 
narrative is enclosed within the boundaries of the blues matrix, even though “jazz” itself is 
never mentioned anywhere except for the title. Instead, the narrator adopts a “blues-like 
awareness of the full experience of human suffering” (Eckard 1994, 15), intervening in the 
retelling of the events to express understanding for one character or the other: “I know just how 
she felt” (Morrison 2016, 63). 
  
One of the most relevant ways in which Morrison borrows from African American traditions, 
however, is in the frequent call-and-response form and its enhancement of music as a 
democratic dialogue: 
 

He was not just on His way, coming, coming to right the wrongs done 
to them, He was here. Already. See? See? What the world had done to 
them it was now doing to itself. Did the world mess over them? Yes but 
look where the mess originated. (Morrison 2016, 77–78) 

 
These passages contain the very conversation between jazz players that is the key to a 
performance, namely, the cooperation necessary to celebrate individualism as an ideal. The 
same technique is used to communicate between chapters, with one section ending with a phrase 
and the one that follows responding to it. Additionally, it has been suggested that the occasional 
blank pages can be interpreted as breaks from the melodic line, which signal the beginning of 
a solo, adding to the narrative improvisation (Eckard 1994, 18). 
 
If jazz transcends the limits between sound and text by guiding the testimonies of the characters, 
which the narrator suggests are mere fabrications, in Morrison’s (2016) novel music itself 
becomes tangible: “music soars to the ceilings” (65); “the music, slow and smoky, loads up the 
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air” (67); “the steam of […] the music” (130); “the music bends” (188). This intoxicating 
presence is much more insistent than that of the blues in Another Country, Song of Solomon, 
and Giovanni’s Room, where it oversaw processes of identity formation. It is implied in the 
dance scenes in Jazz that every move is guided by music, acting in a similar fashion to a divine 
force: “that illusion is the music’s secret drive: the control it tricks them into believing is theirs” 
(65). Music is more than escapism from struggle, a mechanism of identification, or even 
knowledge, as it penetrates every layer of life. Actions that are seemingly disconnected from 
the groove are still described in jazz terms, enhancing this omniscient presence of African 
American rhythm.  
 
 
3. Syncopation within the urban landscape 
 
The connection between jazz and the city can be attributed to the great American modernist 
writers who, regardless of ethnicity, recognize the modern crisis in the city's cluttered yet 
diverse streets, whose vibration they illustrate through the syncopated rhythm of jazz. Said 
rhythm can be heard in the experiments of the Beats, the poetry of the Harlem Renaissance, and 
a vast majority of literature indebted to the Black Arts Movement. This intersection of African 
American music and the urban landscape emerged due to the Great Migration, which led to 
artists from the South, especially bluesmen, taking their craft with them to the North and 
developing it further with the aid of electric instruments. This caused a great musical divide 
between urban and rural cultures, which is greatly explored in Jazz through Joe and Violet’s 
journey to Harlem.  
 
The city/country duality, central to the conflict of Jazz, outlines what Paquet-Deyris (2001) 
calls an “aesthetic of displacement” (220), which defines the racial discourse of the novel. The 
narrative follows Violet and Joe’s lives after the murder of Dorcas, contrasting them with their 
past country circumstances, which they escaped by moving to the city. The rural landscape is 
not only traditional and devoid of the excitement expressed through the dance craze, but also 
deeply communal. Jazz stands out among Morrison’s works in its portrayal of urbanity—a 
contrast particularly evident with the small communities explored in the rest of the Beloved 
trilogy—due to the ethnic diversity of the genre the novel is named after. The racial mix 
becomes increasingly evident when Dorcas dances with Felice at the party and in Golden Gray’s 
internal conflict once he discovers his half-African American parentage.  
 
The cultural displacement observed by Paquet-Deyris refers to the loss of community that the 
married couple experiences once moving to Harlem. As opposed to the Black cast in Song of 
Solomon and the diverse yet close group of characters in Another Country, Violet and Joe seem 
to suffer from a lack of connection with their roots once leaving their communities behind for 
the City, which gains capitalization in the text. Denise Heinze (1993) argues that the autonomy 
one gains through the opportunities urban life offers creates within the City a “double jeopardy: 
it allows for personal freedom, which necessitates separation from community and is wrought 
with all the dangers that freedom of chance implies” (118).  
 
In other words, the City offers the kind of individualism Macon Dead also seeks in Song of 
Solomon, the detached yet successful position one can only gain by disconnecting himself from 
his own culture. The difference between the two stands in the rhythmic life of urban promise 
that attracts Violet and Joe, which is permanently guided by jazz. The music reconstructs the 
narrative, bringing in a different solo performance each time one’s story is close to revealing 



 

92 
 

its climax, engaging in a constant dialogue between narrative voices, music, and the urban 
landscape.  
 
Events that ground Morrison’s Harlem in history, such as the 1917 Silent Parade Protest, 
recalled through Alice’s perspective are described in musical terms, replacing speech: “drums 
saying what the graceful women and the marching men could not” (Morrison 2016, 53). The 
wording in this episode insistently conjures cultural history’s reflection in music but also 
reminds the reader of the historical ban of drums on plantations to avoid uprising. History, jazz, 
and the City are closely intertwined, controlling the characters by framing around them the 
illusion of individuality. It is by promises of urban prosperity and the clashes between different 
cultures that the jazz narrator is empowered. Just like music gains force from the rhythm of the 
City, the landscape itself is personified: “Joe […] stalks through the City and it does not object 
or interfere” (180).  
 
It is important to mention that the City is not a negative space, but nor is it a positive one, since 
Joe describes it as further away from Eden than Virginia was. The City, however, lacks the 
sense of a tight-knit community, which was essential for the survival of African American 
culture. This displacement alludes to the same quest for identity that the other protagonists 
embark on, while also reflecting the responsibility of not becoming someone else in the way 
Macon does in Song of Solomon. Jazz creates the possibility of regaining this sense of 
community, which Joe glimpses on January 1st: “Colored people, however, are still celebrating 
[…] [t]he City looks as uninhabited as a small town” (180). The title of the novel signals the 
attraction to the City, the mobility within it, and the key to creating communities without 
forsaking the distinctiveness of the cultures that come together. This final effort encapsulates 
the legacy of jazz.  
 
The danger of the City and its music is likewise explored through the denigration of African 
American syncopation, “[s]he knew […] it wasn’t real music – just colored folks’ stuff” (59), 
as well as through the association between jazz and eroticism, which dates back to the first 
historical mentions of “jazz” as a concept, when it was used as “synonym for sexual 
intercourse” (Gabbard 2004, 2). In Jazz, the vulgarity is attributed to Joe’s affair, but even more 
so to the dancing scenes, where the spotlight is set on the sensual movement of male and female 
bodies controlled by the rhythm.  
 
Another Country and Giovanni’s Room likewise employ musical terms when engaging in sexual 
intercourse following intense repression. This intersection between music and the physical 
transcends initial ethnic eroticization, instead creating an overlap between the band members 
necessary to sustain the duality of a jazz rhythm and the two people engaged in lovemaking. 
Eric and Vivaldo’s sexual encounter is directly compared to music, finally combining the two 
melodies that had been lost in search for identity in Harlem. David’s endless silence is always 
interrupted by Giovanni, the musician, who forces the protagonist to face his own desire. 
Therefore, jazz, in all its transgenerational blues-like wisdom, serves as a channel for self-
knowledge embodying the virtue of love, but as explored in the following section, it also offers 
a medium for spiritual fulfillment.  
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4. The African American artist as a spiritual figure modelled by the Musician  
 
Langston Hughes (2004) tells a highly influential anecdote as a reflection on the cultural 
challenges imposed upon the Black artist in America. This obstacle, a “mountain standing in 
the way of any true Negro art in America” (1311), represents the cultural inferiority placed 
upon Black arts since their creation, inevitably leading to such artists internalizing a need to 
forego their ethnicity to be acknowledged. Hughes’ essay simply observes this phenomenon in 
the mentality surrounding the literary arts, but it also reveals a deeper, universal conflict for any 
ethnic artform, including music. African American musical tradition was, after all, considered 
“low art” until it incorporated a celebrated European instrument in ragtime (Moore 2002, 4). 
 
James Baldwin’s works can at times be read as elegies to the existence of the Black artist: 
musician, writer, or else. His fiction shelters musicians, writers, and actors, all of them revealing 
a redemptive side to the social realities the narratives deplore. Both he and Toni Morrison are 
preoccupied with the moral repercussions of an unstable individual or community, using the 
artist as an alternative to the protagonist who is dislocated from his own self or culture. The 
ways in which the artist is portrayed are also congruent with the figure of the bluesman Greil 
Marcus (1990) paints in his analysis of Robert Johnson’s legacy (19–38), as both figures retain 
a spiritual quality as a consequence of their meeting with evil. The connection between religion 
and the pessimistic nature of the blues narrative is a testament to the historical suffering of 
African American communities, for which gospel acted as a defense mechanism.  
 
The clearest example of this typology, which combines the heroism of the artist in a capitalist 
age with spiritual knowledge, can be found in Morrison’s Pilate Dead, a conjure woman. From 
the very beginning of the novel, Milkman’s aunt acts as the foil to his father, becoming the 
alternative model of his materialistic parent. Macon can be seen as a victim of the racial 
mountain, more so on a socio-economic level than on an artistic one, as his hunger for status 
motivates him to adopt the masculine ideal of the businessman, the patriarchal standard for the 
white American. His abandonment of music signals his dislocation from his own culture, 
presented in parallel to Pilate’s lively home, which attracts Macon and instills in him a peace 
he cannot find elsewhere, as “he felt the irritability of the day drain from him” (Morrison 2004, 
29), while following the girls sing an unnamed melody. From Macon’s perspective, the innocent 
episode gains religious meaning through the gestures resembling prayer: “she appeared to be 
whispering to herself” (30). 
 
Pilate’s role as spiritual guide is also consistent with the principal moral conflict, namely, the 
unseated greed. Macon sends Milkman and Guitar to find a bag of gold Pilate supposedly hid 
in the past, the quest for riches setting off a series of deaths. The mystery of Pilate’s 
“inheritance” propels the plot forward, revealing the materialism her family has turned to as an 
ultimate distancing from their own cultural roots. Milkman’s quest is finalized once he realizes 
the lack of meaning in his father’s ways and leaps toward Guitar, learning to fly. This moral 
metamorphosis could not have been possible without music, which guides Milkman to Shalimar 
in the first place, and Pilate, who taught it to him, eventually dying as a martyr at the end of his 
journey.  
  
Baldwin’s narratives often present character dualities, which reveal that the virtue of 
authenticity is revealed in the figure of the artist. Another Country plays with two such 
relationships, highlighting the degradation of Rufus and Richard by placing them in opposition 
to Ida and Vivaldo. The first two artists eventually sell themselves for money in different ways, 
while their counterparts only manage to overcome their struggles through art.  
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Once a jazz musician, Rufus’ downfall is indebted to the acute trauma caused by his life as a 
Black man in Harlem, which leads him to physically and sexually abuse his girlfriend because 
she is white. Over the course of his crisis, Rufus forfeits music and even stops listening to it, as 
mentions of jazz become mere background noise for his encounters and substance abuse: “the 
music was loud and empty” (Baldwin 2001a, 14). The shame instilled in him due to racial 
profiling is expressed through the distance he takes from the stage, as opposed to his sister Ida, 
who harbors very similar feelings regarding her own relationship with Vivaldo, a man of Italian 
descent. 
 
Despite this inner conflict, Ida does not abandon her roots but instead hums continuously, her 
music mediating the social distance between herself and Vivaldo. The religious dimension is 
explored through an exchange, in which Ida spontaneously sings “an old church song” (147), 
after confessing she no longer aligns herself with faith. The musical moment contradicts her 
statement, which is suggested by Vivaldo afterward: “You still do have religion” (148). This 
moment addresses not only the power of the blues in Ida’s life, but also the historical connection 
between African American music and Christianity, the two aspects of Black culture that Rufus 
loses when he abandons his job and instead performs sex work before committing suicide.  
 
In Baldwin’s fiction, the concept of art as a virtue extends to the protagonists who do not belong 
to African American culture as well. This conflict evades the racial dimension yet approaches 
the same modern issue as that of Macon’s in Song of Solomon and Joe’s in Jazz, that being the 
surrendering of authenticity in exchange for material success. Vivaldo’s dream, beyond his 
struggle with human connection, is to become an acclaimed author. His efforts earn him the 
praise of the English instructor he once idolized, yet Richard ends up publishing a book “in 
which he did not believe” (Baldwin 2001a, 116) for material success. The roles at once are 
reversed, and it is the author who seeks legitimacy from Vivaldo, because the action of 
presenting a superficial novel to the world is understood by the two of them as betraying the art 
of writing. This shallow approach to his career will also transcend to Richard’s marital life, 
influencing Cass’s choice to engage in an affair with the other artist in the novel, Eric.  
  
Finally, Giovanni represents the martyred artist who would rather compromise himself than 
surrender his principles. The striking contrast between him and David is enhanced by the lack 
of culture in the latter’s life, with the exception of hollow mentions of Mozart with Hella. Music, 
art, and erotic desire meet in Giovanni’s character, gaining a spiritual quality due to the loss he 
had endured before moving to Paris. If the tragedy of the artist in the novels discussed remains 
congruent with the figure of the bluesman, whose craft is likewise an expression of agony, the 
virtue, then, stands in refusing to surrender to unfair societal norms and sustaining one’s role 
as one's own person.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The present study was designed to investigate the ways in which localization within the blues 
matrix reveals the characters’ identity crises in modern African American literature, as well as 
the role of Black music in their cultural grounding. To approach such a vast topic, the analysis 
focused on four novels written by James Baldwin and Toni Morrison, authors known for 
integrating oral storytelling in their works, which all share the intersection between love and 
violence that is so prevalent in early blues narratives.  
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The blues-like ire reflects not only American social life, but the conflicting ideologies that come 
to permeate the problem of identity in the modern era, such as the distance between Pilate and 
Macon Dead’s relationship with their heritage. The trauma that leads to this existential 
questioning is perpetually expressed through the ways African American music develops, 
changes, and maintains its old aspects, a phenomenon that Baldwin and Morrison adopt in their 
fiction. This fragmented individual, then, finds himself dislocated from his cultural roots in the 
urban landscape, vibrating with opportunity yet clashing with his communal need, as best 
exemplified in Jazz, which continuously juxtaposes Joe’s salesmanship with his rural 
experience. 
  
The structure of this study signals the importance placed on the notion of music as a carrier of 
knowledge, following the extent to which the presence of the blues is consistent with instances 
where characters encounter realities they had previously rejected. In this case, the comparative 
reading follows Pilate’s song from Song of Solomon as the only voice that can guide Milkman 
to Shalimar, contrasting with the intentional absence of it in his father’s life. Similarly, Another 
Country and Giovanni’s Room engage with music as a form of wisdom while overseeing erotic 
relationships regarded as forbidden in the social sphere. These novels reward the individual 
accepting the hidden aspects that music reveals, with Jazz showing the omniscient power of 
jazz music over the whole city. Music, therefore, becomes a tangible force, becoming not only 
the key to deciphering the complex history of American culture but also offering access to the 
acceptance found in blues philosophy, a necessary ethos for survival in modern society. 
  
The rituals, which are expressed musically in this case, as with Ida’s and Pilate’s humming, that 
aid the Black communities in remembering and honoring the dead, are threatened by the 
diverse, ever-changing city. It is, therefore, a virtue to retain one’s authenticity in the face of 
this obstacle, culminating in the artist becoming a modern spiritual figure. Like the bluesman, 
who fears evil most because he understands it the most (Marcus 1990, 22), the artist best 
represents this identity crisis, as he is the only one capable of accepting it in these narratives. 
Vivaldo, Giovanni, and Pilate all reveal the role of the artist in the face of capitalist temptation, 
contrasting the doomed protagonists who, respectively, suffer out of cultural displacement: 
Rufus commits suicide, David internalizes homophobia, and Macon rejects his own heritage. 
By exploring this artistic side of identity creation, with music as an omniscient mediator, 
African American literature retains its oral, spiritual, and communal roots, which prove 
essential in the urban landscape and the modern era.  
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Abstract: The paper explores how former Guantánamo Bay detainee Mansoor Adayfi 
represents the deconstruction of his “self” in his memoir, Don’t Forget Us Here: Lost and 
Found at Guantánamo (2021). Adayfi was held at the detention facility for nearly fifteen years 
without ever being formally charged. During his detention, he was subjected to various 
interrogation methods that were tantamount to torture, authorized by the U.S. government. The 
paper analyzes the ways in which guards, interrogators, and the camp administration 
contributed to his dehumanization through processes of mortification and the application of 
enhanced interrogation techniques. The study's theoretical framework draws on Erving 
Goffman’s theory of total institutions, adapted to the context of Guantánamo Bay. 
Mortifications refer to the psychological and, at times, physical methods of dehumanization, 
while enhanced interrogation techniques are applied with the purpose of extracting actionable 
information during interrogations by disorienting the individual. By analyzing the life narrative 
of a former detainee, the paper aims to highlight the significance of examining a subjective 
perspective on the individual's lived experience, offering a more nuanced and comprehensive 
view than that offered by the official rhetoric of the U.S. government.  
 
Keywords: deconstruction, life writing, mortification, enhanced interrogation, Guantánamo 
Bay 
 
 
Mansoor Adayfi was held at the U.S.-operated naval base at Guantánamo Bay, Cuba, for over 
fourteen years without ever being charged with a crime before his release in 2016. By analyzing 
his memoir titled Don’t Forget Us Here: Lost and Found at Guantánamo (2021), the present 
paper aims to examine how Adayfi’s self was deconstructed through processes of mortification 
and enhanced interrogation techniques by the camp administration at Guantánamo. Camp 
administration, in this context, refers to the guards, interrogators, and the leadership of the 
detention facility. The study's framework relies on interpreting Guantánamo Bay as a “total 
institution,” in accordance with Erving Goffman’s theory.    
 
In his seminal work Asylums, Goffman coined the term "total institutions” and defined it as 
places “of residence and work where a large number of like-situated individuals, cut off from 
the wider society for an appreciable period of time, together lead an enclosed, formally 
administered round of life” (1961, xiii). Their main encompassing feature is isolation and 
complete separation from the outside world and from society in general (Goffman 1961, 4). He 
includes five groups of institutions that share these characteristics: mental hospitals, 
penitentiaries, monasteries, institutions that conduct work-like practices, such as army barracks, 
and institutions created to care for individuals who are incapable of caring for themselves, such 
as orphanages (Goffman 1961, 4–5). In total institutions, individuals have limited control over 
their own actions and self-images (Branaman 2010, 235–236). Goffman chose these particular 
institutions because he intended to examine the consequences of unequal power distribution for 
the construction of the self (Branaman 2010, 235–236).  
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In this regard, the Guantánamo Bay detention facility can be considered a total institution as it 
meets all the criteria established by Goffman: individuals are held together in close vicinity to 
one another, their daily lives follow a strict schedule, and they are under constant surveillance 
and control of the administration of the facility (Goffman 1961, 6). Surveillance is an essential 
component in each type of total institution, according to Goffman, but it is especially pertinent 
in penitentiaries. Although Goffman categorizes constant observation as a means of 
dehumanization (1961, 25), which it is, I argue that, instead of a type of assault on the subject, 
surveillance functions as an innate characteristic of prisons. The camps within the detention 
facility at Guantánamo, for instance, have been designed and constructed to enable easy, round-
the-clock surveillance of inmates (c.f. Foucault 1995, 173).  
 
Camp X-Ray, the most notorious establishment where the first group of detainees was housed 
in January 2002, was built in the mid-1990s to imprison belligerent immigrants and consisted 
of open-air cages with cement floors resembling dog kennels rather than prison cells (Greenberg 
2009, 18). In May of the same year, Camp X-Ray was emptied, and detainees were relocated 
to Camp Delta, which consisted of cell blocks with proper walls and ceilings (Greenberg 2009, 
212). Despite the changes, each cage or cell was designed to provide guards with perpetual 
visual and physical access to the detainees, thereby enabling them to exercise power over the 
imprisoned subjects. Notably, in his life writing, Adayfi refrains from commenting on the 
negative impact of being subjected to continuous surveillance, with the exception of instances 
when he was stripped naked in front of female guards—an issue that is addressed later in the 
paper. Instead, he articulates his delight at being visited by wildlife creatures, such as iguanas 
and banana rats, while being held in open-air cages (2021, 54, 251). He depicts these encounters 
with animals as joyful distractions that were disrupted by the relocation and regular movement 
of detainees by the camp administration. The prioritization of enjoyable moments and the lack 
of description of the negative implications of constant surveillance in his life writing further 
suggest that it became an integral aspect of detainee life, inseparable from imprisonment, rather 
than a means of dehumanization. 
 
Goffman claims that each such total institution is “a natural experiment on what can be done to 
the self” (Goffman 1961, 12), a remark echoed by Adayfi himself, who likens Guantánamo to 
a “laboratory” designed to see what the human being can endure (2021, 92). Goffman argues 
that inmates—a collective name he uses to designate individuals that are either voluntarily or 
against their will residents in any form of total institution—go through “a series of abasements, 
degradations, humiliations, and profanations of self,” from the moment they enter, the process 
he calls mortification (1961, 14). 
 
Goffman determines various ways in which the self can be mortified that he intended for general 
application in total institutions. For instance, upon entry, inmates are subjected to “admission 
procedures” which aim to objectify the individual by “personal defacement” (1961, 16). It 
includes practices that deprive the inmate of everything that makes him who he is outside the 
institution, including his clothes, name, hair, and a sense of personal safety (1961, 21). He 
further mentions “contaminative exposure,” which encompasses any procedure that violates the 
territories of the self (1961, 23). For example, the exposure to forced physical and social 
interactions with individuals with whom the inmate would not otherwise associate (1961, 23). 
Furthermore, it entails observation, forced feeding, and direct physical contact (1961, 23). The 
next form of mortification listed by Goffman is “looping,” which he defines as “an indirect 
assault on the self” and refers to every action being turned against the inmate, that disrupts 
“one’s economy of action,” i.e., that prevents the inmate from acting and reacting in a certain 
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way in particular situations (1961, 36–37). “Mortification by way of the body” includes 
beatings, shock therapy, among others (1961, 21), and a subsequent “loss of self-determination” 
(1961, 44). Goffman’s list of mortifications was intended to be applied to any of the five types 
of total institutions; therefore, it needs to be modified to be adaptable to Guantánamo and 
correspond to the practices identified in Adayfi’s life narrative.  
 
In his book, Goffman cites Gresham M. Sykes's The Society of Captives: A Study of a Maximum 
Security Prison (1958) as a possible source for further discussion of mortification; however, I 
find Goffman’s analysis more comprehensive. Nonetheless, Sykes calls these practices the 
“pains of imprisonment” and defines them in terms of deprivations and loss: “destruction of the 
psyche,” “deprivation of liberty,” “loss of autonomy,” “deprivation of security,” and 
“deprivation of heterosexual relationships” (64–65, 70, 73, 76). While these observations are 
relevant, they are insufficient to capture the complexity of mortification as articulated by 
Goffman. I attribute this to the fact that his study was conducted in the 1950s; it is quite 
outdated, and it was executed in the restricted environment of a maximum-security prison. 
Research on Goffman’s theory of total institutions has been done; however, none has attempted 
to update or apply it in a more contemporary context. 
 
Based on Goffman, I establish four steps or types of mortification to which Adayfi was 
subjected that led to the deconstruction of his “self” by the camp administration: (1) personal 
defacement, which is explained as being deprived of one’s “identity kit” (Goffman 1961, 21) 
and in the analysis, it includes both the use of internment serial number (hereinafter ISN) and 
his misidentification; (2) humiliation, used for occurrences of the implications of psychological 
trauma due to violations of values; (3) mortification by way of the body, a term used by 
Goffman, which primarily includes bodily searches and mild physical injuries; and finally, (4) 
life preservation which comprises types of physical and psychological harm that were inflicted 
with the intention of keeping the detainee alive. The final method used for the deconstruction 
of the self was the application of enhanced interrogation techniques, which Goffman does not 
indicate. Nevertheless, it is a crucial curtailing practice in the dehumanization of the subject at 
Guantánamo and is analyzed separately. In the following passages, the five steps of 
mortification will be analyzed through Adayfi’s memoir. It must be noted that types of 
mortification are cumulative; one single practice is not sufficient for the deconstruction of the 
self; they were combined to maximize the efficiency of dehumanization. 
 
 
1. Adayfi’s initial subject position: pre-detention self 
 
Mansoor Adayfi was born and raised in a tribal community in a village in Yemen, where the 
interests of the tribe and family values were prioritized. He was taught to appreciate the value 
of education and family, and to take responsibility for the community. He completed his 
secondary education in Sana’a while living with his aunt. After finishing high school, as 
preparation for university, Adayfi went to Afghanistan to gain research assistant experience, 
which would have enabled him to attend university in the United Arab Emirates. He was an 
excited young adult looking forward to starting his life, as he describes, “I thought that the best 
part of my life was ahead of me and that nothing could stand in my way” (Adayfi 2021, 9). His 
trip, however, was cut short when he was kidnapped by Afghan warlords and sold to the United 
States of America as a suspected terrorist associated with al Qaeda and the 9/11 terrorist attacks 
(Adayfi 2021, 3, 9–15). He was held at the Guantánamo Bay detention facility for over fourteen 
years without ever being charged with a crime. He wrote his memoir titled Don’t Forget Us 
Here: Lost and Found at Guantánamo after he was released to Serbia in 2016, and it was 
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published in August 2021. In the next section of this paper, following the close reading of his 
autobiography, I analyze the ways in which Adayfi’s self was deconstructed by the camp 
administration through processes of mortification and enhanced interrogation. 
 
In his life narrative, Adayfi does not provide a detailed account of his childhood but briefly 
mentions some memories, from which readers can construct a preliminary image of who he was 
before he became a detainee. He emphasizes that his memory is corroded by the passing of time 
and due to the trauma to which he was subjected. He further highlights the significance of the 
tribal values with which he was imbued since childhood, which shaped and contributed to his 
experience at Guantánamo: standing up to injustice, doing what is right, and treating others with 
respect (Adayfi 2021, 9–16). As the son of the leader of their tribe, he positions and regards 
himself as a tribal man who “is guided by honesty and respect. He’s a man who keeps his word. 
He stands up for what’s right and fights for those who have been wronged. At his core, he 
knows (…) what is right and wrong and knows there is nothing between the two” (Adayfi 2021, 
108). Although his account of his pre-detention life is brief and sparse, Adayfi’s articulation of 
his initial subject position is that of an honorable tribesman who prioritizes community interests 
and advocates for those who cannot advocate for themselves.  
 
 
2. Types of mortification  
 
As far as Adayfi is concerned, the deconstruction of the self or dehumanization occurred 
through a series of mortifications and the application of enhanced interrogation techniques. 
Enhanced interrogation methods are distinct from other means of torture in that they primarily 
refer to types of physical abuse carried out during interrogations. At the same time, 
mortifications are associated with both physical and psychological harm. It must be noted that 
mortification is distinct from the concept of “institutionalization” or “prisonization,” both of 
which are defined as “the process by which inmates are shaped and transformed by the 
institutional environment in which they live” (Haney 2002, 80).  
 
Dehumanization studies, as described by Maria Kronfeldner in her edited volume titled The 
Routledge Handbook of Dehumanization (2021), are a relatively recent, multidisciplinary field 
encompassing research areas such as media studies, philosophy, history, literature, and law (1). 
David Livingstone Smith defines dehumanization as a “kind of attitude — a way of thinking 
about others. To dehumanize another person is to conceive of them as a subhuman creature” 
(highlight in the original, 2020) and consequently, to treat them in a degrading way, as less than 
human. Kronfeldner defines it similarly by stating that “dehumanization happens when people 
are depicted, regarded, or treated as less than human” as a result of which dehumanized 
individuals might have a life unworthy of a human being (2021, xvi) in the eyes of the 
dehumanizer.  
 
It is important to note that, as Marie-Luisa Frick remarks, and with which the present analysis 
agrees and demonstrates, one cannot talk about the act of dehumanization without considering 
human rights. It is not an issue in itself “unless we presuppose that every human being deserves 
a basic form of respect that stems from acknowledging our shared identity as human beings” 
(2021, 191–192). She defines three forms of dehumanization: latent, which manifests only at 
the level of thought; expressive, which occurs at the level of verbal expression; and actualized, 
which occurs at the level of action and entails the negative treatment of the dehumanized 
individual (Frick 2021, 190). Dehumanization here is used as a synonym for the deconstruction 
of the self to cover the processes of both mortification and enhanced interrogation. For the sake 
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of clarity, in the context of the analysis, the dehumanized is Mansoor Adayfi, and the 
dehumanizer is the camp administration at Guantánamo Bay, and by implication, the U.S. 
government. 
 
For the analysis of the deconstruction of the self, I considered applying Elaine Scarry’s notion 
of “unmaking” the self to explain how the camp administration at Guantánamo deconstructed, 
disintegrated, and demolished Adayfi's self. Scarry defines “unmaking” of the human being, or 
in the case of this analysis, of the self, as something that is “equally characteristic of dying or 
being wounded, for the in part naturally ‘given’ and in part ‘made’ body is deconstructed” 
(Scarry 1985,122). In this context, at any point in the following analysis, the word 
deconstruction means “the act of breaking something down into its separate parts” (Cambridge 
Dictionary). In other words, tearing something into pieces or breaking it down. After careful 
consideration, I decided to use “deconstruction” rather than “unmaking,” as it implies a more 
complex process. In her book titled The Body in Pain (1985), Scarry describes the unmaking of 
the human being in the process of applying torture during interrogations. This research goes 
beyond the use of torture and extends to psychological methods of mortification as well. 
 
 
2.1.  Personal defacement 
 
Erving Goffman defines personal defacement as the procedure through which an inmate is 
stripped of what constitutes him as an individual (1961, 21), and it is the first to which his “self” 
is subjected upon entering the institution. The most infamous and easily identifiable distinction 
of Guantánamo detainees was the orange jumpsuits they wore that ultimately marked the 
destruction of individuality and marked them as terrorists (Coleman 2018, 39). Concerning 
Adayfi, personal defacement ensued in two ways. On the one hand, he was assigned an ISN 
that was used for identification at Guantánamo instead of the detainees’ proper names. The 
United States has previously used internment serial numbers in the Second World War to 
facilitate the identification of prisoners (Tissing 1973).  
 
Following the 9/11 terrorist attacks and the subsequent declaration of the War on Terror, the 
United States did not ask for any form of identification or documentation from the captured 
individuals who were handed over to them as “suspected terrorists” (Smith 2007, 146). 
Therefore, it was evident that they used ISNs to label detainees. Addressing an individual by 
an assigned number rather than their name is the deprivation of the self of its most fundamental 
essence, that is, the name given to them at birth. Adayfi approaches being identified by a number 
in three distinct ways: (1) he is alienated by it, (2) he refers to himself by it, and (3) he treats it 
as a version of himself.  
 
He explains the experience of being deprived of his name as, “[y]ou don’t recognize yourself 
because you’re only a number now—detainee 441— (…) nothing is left but fear and the quiet 
whisper of memories. Poof. You have disappeared” (Adayfi 2021, 20). He feels alienated from 
his “self,” he feels lost. In his description of meeting with an attorney of a fellow detainee he 
claims “he didn’t see me, Mansoor. He saw only 441 (…)” (2021, 339) as opposed to the time 
he met his own attorney for the first time,  who “ was maybe the first person to see me at 
Guantánamo as who I thought I was and not as an animal. Me, Mansoor. (…) Not 441” (2021, 
259). One aim of mortification in a total institution is to encourage inmates to adapt to the 
institution's rules and requirements (Goffman 1961, 61).  
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Adayfi adapted to life at Guantánamo to the point where he not only accepted being addressed 
as 441 but, in some instances, he identifies with the number and refers to himself as 441. For 
example, when he sent a gift—a cardboard vase he had made—to the mother of one of the 
guards who had been kind to him, he told him to “tell [his mother] this gift is from 441” (2021, 
306). Aside from referring to himself as 441, he occasionally treated it as a version of himself, 
the one that was in fact the “beast within [him], 441” (2021, 261) when he resisted the guards 
and performed an act of rebellion to advocate for better conditions at the prison. Nonetheless, 
he attributes his ability to survive his detention to 441, his alter ego, “who fought for [his] 
survival” (2021, 366), whom he includes and to whom he expresses gratitude in the 
acknowledgments of his memoir. Altogether, he was addressed as '441' 14 times in his 
autobiography. If one examines the three ways in which he approaches 441—alienation from 
it, identification with it, treating it separately from himself—it is evident that they occurred in 
that chronological order. Initially, he felt as though he “disappeared”; he was treated less than 
human, and he was dehumanized by being denied a proper name. As he adapted to the 
circumstances, he eventually identified with it; thus, he resigned himself to the deconstruction 
of his “self” by accepting the designation. Finally, from a retrospective perspective during the 
process of writing his autobiography, he treated it as a separate entity, an alter ego, a “beast” he 
needed to become to survive. 
 
The process of dehumanization was further aggravated by the fact that, throughout his 
detention, he was misidentified as different individuals, which contributed not only to the 
fragmentation of his “self” but also to the reduction of his chances of being released. He was 
sold to the United States under the identity of an Egyptian leader of the most notorious terrorist 
organization, al Qaeda. “[Interrogators] wanted me to admit that I was a man named Adel, an 
Egyptian al Qaeda recruiter, a terrorist who planned bombings” (Adayfi 2021, 5). He was 
interrogated as an al Qaeda recruiter and was devoted to clearing his name, but the interrogators 
refused to believe him: “I told them I wasn’t a fighter, that I didn’t hate America, that I wasn’t 
al Qaeda—but they didn’t want that” (Adayfi 2021, 5). Human beings have a general need to 
be believed, which is accompanied by intense anxiety about whether they are believed 
(McMyler 2017, 105). Therefore, the opposite and the anxiety derived from it contribute to the 
process of being dehumanized, as he, as a human being, despite telling the truth repeatedly, is 
not being believed by either the interrogators or the guards.  
 
Later, without any explanation, he was accused of being “Alexander, a battle-hardened general, 
again much older” than he was at the time (Adayfi 2021, 131). He was not shown any evidence 
that would have proven his association with either of these individuals (Adayfi 2021, 254), as 
the government kept most of the information it possessed confidential, citing national security 
concerns. During his time at Guantánamo, he was believed to be “Adel, an Egyptian al Qaeda 
recruiter” (5), “Alex, an al Qaeda general” (131), “someone else” (100); he was called “441” 
(95), “one of the big fish” (51), “block leader” (83), “Smiley Troublemaker” (152), “worst of 
the worst” (108), and “bloodthirsty terrorist” (41). All of these different names and mistaken 
identities led to the complete fragmentation and loss of his “self” and the acceptance of his 
situation: “call me whatever you want to call me (…) It doesn’t matter. I’ve told you who I am 
and you still call me by this name” (222). “When I was kidnapped, I disappeared. The United 
States wasn’t going to contact Mansoor Adayfi’s family when they were insisting I was 
someone else” (232). 
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2.2.  Humiliation 
 
The second type of mortification identified in Adayfi’s memoir is humiliation. Humiliation is 
defined as being “rendered inferior or deficient in some respect by others in a deliberate and 
destructive way” (Palshikar 2005, 5428). Joshua Price adds a dimension of domination to his 
explanation of humiliation, arguing that it is exercised by those in positions of power on those 
without power (2015, 41). Acts of humiliation are especially ubiquitous and amplified in a 
penitentiary where guards aim to break the will of prisoners, where they have a wide range of 
tools at their disposal to do so (Price 2015, 42). In the present analysis, humiliation encompasses 
the violations of a cultural and religious nature targeted at Adayfi’s traditional values as a person 
brought up in a Yemeni tribal community, including being exposed to female guards, being 
stripped naked, and the guards’ disrespectful treatment of the Qur’an. The examined types of 
humiliation can be primarily attributed to the ignorance, lack of cultural knowledge, and 
disregard for the traditions of Muslim detainees on the part of both the United States military 
and Guantánamo camp administration.  
 
Since Adayfi was raised in a tribal community with deeply ingrained religious values and 
teachings of the Qur’an, the most severe way of humiliation to which he was subjected was 
being exposed to female guards while he was naked.  “You’re barely nineteen and all your life 
you’ve never been in front of a woman. Now they make you stand for all to see, and you see 
women soldiers watching you. The humiliation burns” (Adayfi 2021, 18). He was under 
constant observation by female guards as a way of intimidation, even in the most intimate 
moment in one’s life, when he was using the bathroom (2021, 77). Furthermore, he was 
repeatedly stripped naked and ridiculed in front of the guards, “in the yard they cut my clothes 
off me, laughed at my skeleton body (…)” (2021, 217). An especially demeaning act occurred 
after being force-fed, “this was a special kind of humiliation. I hadn’t eaten in months. 
Everything they forced into my stomach was going straight through my intestines. I tried to 
hold it all in, but I couldn’t. When the guards and nurses saw, they all laughed at me” (2021, 
206). Being naked and exposed to the sight of female guards not only made him feel 
uncomfortable and inappropriate, but he also experienced it as a violation of his body and self. 
His religious beliefs would not allow him to express such a level of vulnerability in front of a 
woman who is someone other than his wife (2021, 18–19). 
 
Furthermore, the reluctance of the guards to attempt to understand what the holy book of the 
Qur’an meant to those actively practicing the religion resulted in humiliation by disrespecting 
it (2021, 34). In an interview conducted by VICE News, a lieutenant of the Joint Task Force 
claimed that officers who are stationed at Guantánamo Bay participate in courses regarding the 
religion of detainees. However, he would not claim to have an understanding of the religion 
(VICE News 2014). It is only one example that showcases the guards’ approach to the 
detainees. Even though the detainees were always allowed to keep a copy of the Qur’an in their 
cages, guards often “kicked the Qur’ans, stepped on them, threw them in shit buckets, and 
worse” (2021, 74). Adayfi attempted to explain what the holy book meant to not only Muslims 
but also its universal values for the whole world, and that detainees appreciate it more than their 
own lives, but the camp administration declined to listen (2021, 80). By not believing him and 
refusing to acknowledge his values, dehumanization further exacerbated. 
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2.3. Mortification by way of the body 
 
The third way of deconstruction of the self is what Goffman calls mortification by way of the 
body. It is examined separately from the use of enhanced interrogation techniques, yet both 
include physical components. Mortifications are applied in total institutions in general, while 
enhanced interrogation or torture is unique to Guantánamo—and other black sites operated by 
the CIA—as far as penitentiaries are concerned, therefore, they should be and are treated 
separately. Hence, mortification by way of the body, in this context, refers to the violation of 
the territories of the self, which means “the boundary that the individual places between his 
being and the environment is invaded,” such as during bodily searches and searches of his 
enclosure (Goffman 1961, 23). Bodily or cavity searches are essential parts of dehumanization 
upon entering any correctional facility aimed at depriving prisoners of their pre-prison 
conceptions of themselves and motivating the introduction of the imprisoned self (Taylor 2000, 
52).  
 
M. Grayson L. Taylor, in his article titled “Prison Psychosis,” highlights the fact that cavity 
searches do not only cause physical unpleasantness but permanent mental agony as well (2000, 
52). As Amanda George points out, bodily searches should be considered a form of sexual 
violence. However, the fact that they are not is due to the context in which searches are 
conducted, and she argues they would be regarded as such had they occurred outside prison 
(George 1993, 212). The purpose of such searches is twofold: besides the evident 
dehumanization of the self, they are applied as a means to gain, maintain, and exercise control 
over the detainees’ bodies. Frequent cavity searches are clear violations of the human body as 
well as fundamental human rights. 
 
Regularly performed, unnecessary—in that detainees were held under constant surveillance and 
did not have the opportunity to have access to anything they could have hidden—cavity 
searches were particularly invasive and offensive for Adayfi. He mentions them multiple times 
in his memoir, most times calling them searches “in the worst way” (2021, 4, 18–19, 36, 47, 
91, 304, 325) and compares them to being raped (2021, 91). Even after the conditions improved 
in 2010 and detainees were allowed to attend classes, bodily searches prevailed. Adayfi 
specifically highlights art classes because he sees them as a means for the detainees to relieve 
some trauma through the expression of their creativity. However, body searches were 
mandatory prerequisites for entering any class, preventing some from attending altogether 
(2021, 308). Searches were used as a scare tactic and as punishment as well, with cells and 
entire blocks searched, disturbed, and emptied by guards following a detainee’s refusal to 
comply with their orders (2021, 92, 134, 320, 325). Cells were the only “private” spaces for 
detainees with limited possessions that included a Qur’an, a mat on which they could sleep, and 
a towel; hence, searching and depriving them of these items further implicated their 
dehumanization. 
 
 
2.4.  Life preservation 
 
The final type of mortification is “rationalized on the grounds of (…) responsibility for life” 
(Goffman 1961, 46) and is designated as life preservation in the present analysis. It includes 
violations of the body and any acts carried out by the camp administration that are justified as 
necessary to preserve the detainee's life. The primary and most significant method for it was 
the use of force-feeding when the prisoners went on hunger strike in an attempt to achieve better 
living conditions. Refusing to eat was an instrument for prisoners to assert some agency and 
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rebel against their inhumane treatment; it was the only means available to them, rather than 
legal or political power (Miller 2016, 1). According to American ethicist George J. Annas, 
fasting constitutes a hunger strike only if it meets three requirements: fasting, voluntariness, 
and a clearly stated purpose the strikers wish to achieve (2006, 2378).  
 
Initiating and maintaining a hunger strike is a peaceful form of protest that is not uncommon 
among incarcerated individuals in the United States (Appel 2012, 313). It carries the message 
of choosing a painful and slow death rather than continuing to live in the current conditions 
provided by the facility. In that case, the prison administration has three choices: “force-feed 
the hunger strikers, let them die, or accede to their demands” (Gross 2013, 103). Hunger strikes 
and force-feeding have been the subject of debate and research among medical professionals 
and scholars in the field of bioethics, as well as by the World Medical Association, which 
opposes the force-feeding of competent adults, arguing that it violates individual autonomy 
(Gross 2013, 103). The factor of the “competent adult” must be emphasized because, in some 
cases of treating mentally ill patients—suffering from eating disorders or schizophrenia and 
hence unable to make decisions on their own—force-feeding is the only viable option to save 
the life of the person (Appel 2012, 317).  
 
However, any competent adult who is capable of making their own decisions has the “right to 
self-starvation” (Appel 2012, 317). “Whether or not force-feeding competent prisoners 
constitutes a justified and lifesaving medical intervention or is a form of medical torture remains 
highly controversial” (Appel 2012, 314); however, the medical complications and pain caused 
by it shall be taken into careful consideration (Annas 2006, 1378). In case of prisoners, 
authorities propose three different arguments for the application of force-feeding: first is that 
they should be kept alive in order to “effectuate their punishment,” which means that they need 
to serve the time to which they were sentenced. A potential death by starvation would prevent 
them from completing their time. Secondly, it would be regarded as disrespectful to the state 
and the families of the victims if they did not serve the entirety of their punishment (Appel 
2012, 316–318). Finally, they argue that the distress of the relatives and dependents of the 
incarcerated individual caused by their untimely death would be significant (Appel 2012, 317).  
 
With regard to Guantánamo, the context is somewhat different, and I identify two types of 
justification. One is that since the primary aim of capture and detention was predominantly to 
extract actionable intelligence from the detainees, they needed to be kept alive. More 
importantly, the threat of possible consequences of international backlash caused by the death 
of detainees would not have allowed the camp administration to ignore the hunger strikes 
(Annas 2006, 1380). With the purpose of life preservation, the camp administration used forced 
feeding as a reaction to the mass fasting of detainees that started in September 2005 (Annas 
2006, 1377). This experience placed an immense mental and physical burden on Adayfi, who 
was an avid participant in multiple hunger strikes during his detention. He details his experience 
as follows:  
 

Guards pushed me into the chair. They tightened the chest harness so 
that I couldn’t move, then strapped my wrists and legs to the chair. 
Every point of my body was tightly restrained—I couldn’t move at all. 
One of the male nurses stood in front of me holding a long, thick rubber 
tube with a metal tip. Another nurse grabbed my head and held it tightly 
while the male nurse forced that huge tube into my nose. No numbing 
spray. No lubricant. Raw rubber and metal sliced the inside of my nose 
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and throat. Pain shot through my sinuses and I thought my head would 
explode. I screamed and tried to fight but I couldn’t move. (2021, 205) 
 

The chair mentioned is the so-called “restraint chair” into which a person can be strapped in a 
six-point restraint (Annas 2006, 1377), which Adayfi described as a “thinly padded chair with 
a body harness, armrest with restraints, and a high back with restraint for the head” (2021, 205). 
The process of force-feeding is, by its nature, an uncomfortable procedure; however, it could 
be and is used for the purpose of life preservation with proper preparation and sedation when it 
is executed humanely (Gross 2013, 104). However, without the appropriate and necessary 
preparation of the body, it can cause excruciating pain and long-term physical and 
psychological repercussions. Consequently, from the perspective of the camp administration, 
force-feeding was successful as within a month, the number of strikers reduced from eighty-
two to three (Annas 2006, 1377). 
 
Some practices to which detainees were subjected at Guantánamo were overseen by the 
International Red Cross, which explained to the detainees that the United States of America 
needed to make sure prisoners were kept alive and in a healthy condition (Adayfi 2021, 27). 
Even though the Red Cross did not answer any of the prisoners’ questions, they merely wanted 
to make sure that “on the surface (…) [detainees] were being taken care of” (Adayfi 2021, 34). 
Detainees who were in poor physical condition were taken to the hospital part of the detention 
facility for a checkup to see whether they were healthy enough to participate in interrogations 
(Adayfi 2021, 127). “I’ll never understand you Americans (…). You torture us then walk us 
home to make sure we get there safely” (highlight in the original, Adayfi 2021,169). 
 
The four steps of mortification—personal defacement, humiliation, by way of the body, and 
life preservation—gradually contributed to the deconstruction of the self of Adayfi by the camp 
administration at Guantánamo Bay by depriving him of his agency, mistakenly identifying him 
as different individuals, refusing to believe him, humiliating him, and violating his body 
through unnecessary searches, thus deconstructing his “self”. The systematic dehumanization 
to which he was subjected was further exacerbated by the application of enhanced interrogation 
techniques.  
 
 
3. Enhanced interrogation techniques 
 
Thus far, the detention facility at Guantánamo Bay adequately fits the criteria of a total 
institution; one aspect that distinguishes it from them, and provides the following subject of 
analysis, is the use of enhanced interrogation techniques. It has been mentioned previously that 
one cannot talk about dehumanization without the acknowledgment of its connection to human 
rights. A logical consequence of this argument is that human rights violations could facilitate 
processes of dehumanization. The purpose of total institutions, beyond what has previously 
been established, is to deconstruct the self of the individual to the point of surrender, acceptance, 
and compliance. 
   
Enhanced interrogation techniques were designed to disorient the detainee to the extent that 
“the contents of his consciousness” disintegrate (Scarry 1985, 38) and to elicit a confession of 
the crime of which he is accused. Enhanced interrogation techniques were created by SERE 
(Survival, Evasion, Resistance, Escape) specialists who were educated and trained in counter-
interrogation techniques. These tactics were adopted from methods used by Koreans to elicit 
confessions from U.S. soldiers (Pfiffner 2014, 129). However, a primary prerequisite for 
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assuming effective interrogation, regardless of the methods employed, is either guilt or 
knowledge of valuable or actionable intelligence. It has become so paramount for the 
administration to access information about possible forthcoming events that they were willing 
to be subjected to scrutiny regarding the methods used, as torture is not only controversial but 
banned as a practice for intelligence gathering purposes. The main controversy associated with 
enhanced interrogation techniques is the ambiguity derived from the definition of torture. Pain 
and the ability of an individual to tolerate pain are highly subjective; what one considers an act 
of torture might be acceptable for someone else (Nordgren et.al. 2011, 689), hence torture 
practices are challenging to distinguish from one another and classify. 
 
What Jessica Wolfendale calls “torture lite” refers to tactics that do not cause physical 
mutilation of the victim’s body and include, for instance, stress positions, sleep deprivation, 
solitary confinement, exposure to loud noises (2009, 47), i.e., enhanced interrogation 
techniques that were applied at the Guantánamo Bay detention facility. I argue, however, that 
every method that was designed to mentally and physically disorient a person should be 
considered torture. Precisely because of the ambiguity that is caused by the subjectivity of 
experiencing pain, and for a tactic to be considered torture, it does not need to meet the 
requirement of leaving permanent marks on the victim’s body. The purpose of torture, aside 
from accessing actionable intelligence, is to “strip away from its victims all the qualities of 
human dignity” (Luban 2005, 1430). Admittedly, the torture practices used at Guantánamo Bay 
for extracting intelligence are seemingly much less cruel than the ones used in previous 
centuries for the sake of mutilation and as a form of punishment. Nonetheless, they indeed 
violate human rights—as established previously—and have significant effects on the body.  
 
According to a study conducted in 2007, the long-term psychological impact of enhanced 
interrogations, or more moderate torture, “does not seem to be substantially different from 
physical torture in terms of the extent of mental suffering they cause, the underlying 
mechanisms of traumatic stress, and their long-term traumatic effects” (Basoglu et.al. 2007, 
284). There are three significant features that distinguish torture lite from severe torture; in the 
case of the former, the torturer does not have to directly inflict pain on the body of the tortured. 
For instance, when temperature manipulation or loud noises are involved, there is no immediate 
contact between the two parties; the interrogator does not physically touch the victim. This 
factor makes it easier for interrogators to distance themselves from the act of inflicting pain and 
execute the task at hand with a clear conscience.  
 
The second difference is that the effects of torture lite are not typically immediately visible; it 
takes longer for the victim to experience its impacts, which are primarily psychological 
(Wolfendale 2009, 54–55). Finally, due to the lack of direct contact, torture lite methods cause 
victims to feel responsible for their own anguish. As a result, “the victim may feel that his 
suffering arises not from the torturer’s actions, but from his own inability to cope with the 
changes in his environment” (Wolfendale 2009, 57). The torture feels like a sense of self-
betrayal. Herein lies the inhumanity of enhanced interrogation: regardless of appearing more 
moderate than violent torture methods, its long-lasting psychological ramifications and making 
the victim feel responsible for his own suffering qualify it as a form of torture (Wolfendale 
2009, 57). By creating the new terminology of enhanced interrogation, the United States 
government intended to diminish the significance and the negative connotation associated with 
the word torture, hence avoiding global backlash for violating international human rights laws. 
Thereby, in the present analysis, torture and enhanced interrogation are used synonymously.  
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Enhanced interrogation/torture constitutes the second part of the deconstruction of the self in 
Adayfi’s memoir. As opposed to mortification, the purpose of EITs was to extract intelligence 
by disorienting the individual to the point of admission of guilt. Types of mortification are 
utilized not only in penitentiaries but in total institutions in general, while, as the term itself 
suggests, enhanced interrogation is unique to post-9/11 intelligence gathering in off-site prisons 
such as Guantánamo Bay and black sites operated by the CIA. 
 
Elaine Scarry indicates that torture as a way of gathering intelligence has two components: 
physical (body) and verbal (voice). The physical component is the primary act, which contains 
the “infliction of pain,” and the verbal component is the interrogation itself (Scarry 1985, 28). 
She claims that for every one person who is able to provide essential information, there are 
hundreds who are interrogated who know nothing of importance (1985, 28), therefore subjected 
to torture in vain, as they fail to contribute to ensuring national security. She claims that, 

 
Torture systematically prevents the prisoner from being the agent of 
anything and simultaneously pretends that he is the agent of some 
things. Despite the fact that in reality he has been deprived of all control 
over, and therefore all responsibility for, his world, his words, and his 
body, he is to understand his confession as it will be understood by 
others, as an act of self-betrayal. (Scarry 1985, 47)  
 

This means that even though the individual is detained and his actions are considerably 
restricted, he still has the agency to decide whether he intends to cooperate with the 
interrogators or not; he is not completely. Several tactics of enhanced interrogation were applied 
at Guantánamo Bay, for instance, beating and drugging (Adayfi 2021, 190), but they all shared 
the same goal: to mortify the detainees, break their will to resist, and coerce a confession out of 
them. I have identified two methods to which Adayfi was subjected in preparation for 
interrogations: sleep deprivation and solitary confinement. Both phenomena are frequently used 
to disorient an individual before they are taken for interrogation; both pose short- and long-term 
harmful effects on a person's mental and physical capacity. It must be noted that the way a 
person’s body and psyche react to being exposed to both solitary confinement and sleep 
deprivation is subjective and varies from one individual to another; this analysis only examines 
the accounts of Mansoor Adayfi, with the consideration of relevant secondary sources. 
 
Sleep deprivation is explained as “a failure to obtain the necessary amount or quality of sleep” 
(Sharuk 2022, 33). Despite it being highly dependent on the person’s individual needs, some 
consequences are universal. The impact of sleep deprivation on individuals has been studied 
for decades, and scholars have concluded that sleep deprivation—whether due to reduced deep 
sleep or reduced total sleep time—causes symptoms such as impaired concentration, reduced 
attention, impaired perception, and impaired memory, among others (Orzel-Grygluska 2010, 
96). According to Frenda et al., in a sleep-deprived condition, an individual is more likely to 
make false confessions under duress than when well-rested, because sleep deprivation impairs 
judgment and memory (2016, 2047).  
 
Additionally, based on medical research, sleep deprivation can lead to significant disruption of 
the subject's self in the long run (Sharuk 2022, 4). One form of sleep deprivation at Guantánamo 
was the “frequent flyer program,” which was a practice of moving from one block to another 
repeatedly to prevent them from falling asleep (Sharuk 2021, 2; Adayfi 2021, 137). Adayfi 
describes the program as follows: “[t]o keep me awake, guards stormed my cell, beat me, 
restrained me, then ran me to a new cell in another block, where they’d leave me just long 
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enough to fall asleep, then they’d storm into my cell again, beat me, for days and weeks” (2021, 
137). Sometimes the guards created a game to see who could move a detainee to the highest 
number of cells in one night (2021, 137). As a result of lack of sleep, he had difficulty 
concentrating, and his body weakened to the point of shaking (2021, 33).  
 
The second method of enhanced interrogation used at Guantánamo and accentuated by Adayfi 
was solitary confinement. The effects of isolation are similar to those of sleep deprivation and 
vary across individuals. However, human beings are “social animals” whose psychological and 
physical well-being relies on their interpersonal and intersubjective relations (Guenther 2013, 
35). Consequently, isolating individuals from others for a considerable period of time can lead 
to severe mental disorders and the questioning of the very “personhood” of the self (Guenther 
2013, 35). Guenther suggests that, 
 

it’s not just that prisoners grow depressed or psychotic, although this 
could very well happen; it’s that the intersubjective basis for their 
concrete personhood (…) is structurally undermined by the prolonged 
deprivation of a concrete, everyday experience of other people. 
(Guenther 2013, 35) 
 

Essentially, the removal of the individual from a social environment, regardless of being 
incarcerated or not, may have serious consequences for the mental health of the individual. As 
Adayfi recounts, “I thought I was ready for anything, but I could never have imagined the cruel 
isolation of solitary confinement” (2021, 47). 
At Guantánamo, sleep deprivation and solitary confinement were often applied together to 
achieve the most effective disorientation of the detainees possible. They were accompanied by 
additional methods such as temperature manipulation—controlling room temperature by either 
increasing or decreasing it—and sensory manipulation—playing loud music to impair hearing 
or keeping the person in complete darkness to harm vision (Adayfi 2021, 48). Prolonged 
exposure to these conditions results in the physical and mental deterioration of the person. Even 
though Adayfi tried his best to resist these effects, he realized that “it doesn’t take long for the 
mind to play tricks when it has nothing to do,” and began hallucinating, hearing, and seeing 
things that were not real (2021, 48, 54). 
 
By the time he was taken to interrogation, he was weakened and disoriented to the point that he 
felt his “mind [was] slipping away” (2021, 54). At the beginning of detention, he was devoted 
to telling the truth. However, as the tactics became increasingly severe, he refused to cooperate 
as the interrogators did not believe him, which they attributed to the belief that Adayfi might 
have been trained in counter-interrogation practices. “So now the interrogators get worse to 
counter the counter-interrogation techniques they think you know. Guards bang on your cell 
door every five minutes, and you can’t remember the last time you slept peacefully” (2021, 
100).  
 
Although the Obama administration officially banned enhanced interrogation techniques, as per 
Executive Order 13491, the remaining guidelines for intelligence gathering, as included in the 
Army Field Manual 2-22, allow the use of sleep deprivation if the person is provided with four 
hours of sleep every twenty-four hours. It fails to specify a designated time of day when the 
four hours should be provided. Consequently, it allows interrogators to keep an individual 
awake for forty hours without interruption (Sharuk 2022, 3–4). Through the processes of 
mortification and enhanced interrogation techniques, Adayfi was deprived not only of his 
fundamental human rights, but his “self” was deconstructed to a point where he barely 
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recognized himself. In his words, “the pain, the questions, the torture changed me, and I didn’t 
know who I was anymore. The person they’d sold was gone forever” (2021, 5). 
 
The fragmentation and deconstruction of Adayfi’s self culminated in his failure to recognize 
himself in the mirror, which becomes evident as he writes, “the man I saw wasn’t the same boy 
who was brought to Guantánamo so many years ago. I wasn’t sure who I was anymore” (2021, 
241); “I had grown into a man physically but in some ways time had frozen for me” (2021, 
353). He further acknowledges the presence of “unseen and even unknown” consequences or 
damage of which he was not aware at the time (2021, 354).  
 
As seen from the analysis, the camp administration at Guantánamo Bay applied government-
sanctioned methods for the dehumanization of detainees that included means of mortification 
and enhanced interrogation that were tantamount to torture practices. The examination of life 
narratives about the subjective, otherwise inaccessible experiences of detainees, such as 
Mansoor Adayfi, is imperative because they provide a more comprehensive representation of 
their oppressed position, serving, on the one hand, as a counter-narrative to the legally 
prescribed enemy subject position; and on the other hand, runs counter to the official narrative 
of the U.S. government.  
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Abstract: Silence in fiction is often treated as the absence of expression. Yet in Celeste Ng’s 
Everything I Never Told You, Lydia’s silence is not simply a lack of speech but a behavior 
continuously sustained by the responses it receives. This study examines how Lydia’s silence 
is rewarded in two settings at once: within the family, where it helps maintain harmony and 
parental expectations, and in public settings, where it is read as manageable and “no trouble.” 
Drawing on scholarship on silence and intersectionality, the analysis uses close reading to trace 
how these rewards sustain silence while making it increasingly difficult to break. Rather than a 
purely personal trait or passive suppression, silence emerges as a socially reinforced strategy. 
Crucially, the same mechanism that rewards silence also produces its fatal paradox: what 
secures stability in the short term ultimately contributes to isolation and culminates in Lydia’s 
death. 
 
Keywords: silence, intersectionality, Asian American literature, model minority, double 
rewards 
 
 
Introduction 
 
In Celeste Ng’s Everything I Never Told You (2014), Lydia Lee’s death marks the point at 
which accumulated silence becomes visible. Silence in the novel is not emptiness but a crucial 
entry point for understanding how family relations, social expectations, and individual 
experience become entangled. Lydia’s silence takes shape within a broader structure of 
racialized belonging, model-minority discourse, and gendered expectations. These conditions 
make silence legible not only as a personal disposition, but as a socially interpreted and 
reinforced practice. 
 
Ng’s novel centers on an interracial family in 1970s Ohio, composed of a white mother and a 
Chinese American father, whose story unfolds around Lydia Lee’s death. On the surface, the 
novel presents a family tragedy; at a deeper level, it reveals how unspoken emotional structures 
intersect with racial identity, female adolescence, and generational projection. Previous 
scholarship suggests that silence in Asian American contexts is rarely neutral: it is often 
interpreted through racialized expectations of compliance and manageability (Lee 2015), while 
rhetorical studies emphasize that silence can function as a meaningful and strategic form of 
communication rather than mere absence (Glenn 2004; Parrott 2012). Educational research 
further suggests that the model minority image may reinforce self-censorship and emotional 
suppression (Zhao and Qiu 2009). These strands of research together indicate that silence must 
be understood within both interpersonal relationships and broader social contexts. 
 
Within Asian American literary studies, silence has also been treated as a recurring narrative 
and relational practice, particularly in texts concerned with family, identity, and social 
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legibility. This paper does not pursue a comparative reading but situates Ng’s novel within this 
broader literary tradition. The central question, then, is why Lydia remains silent and how that 
silence persists across different contexts. More specifically, it examines how silence acquires 
different meanings in the family and public settings, and how these meanings contribute to its 
continuity. I argue, in a preliminary sense, that Lydia’s silence persists not simply because of 
internal disposition or external pressure alone, but because it is repeatedly stabilized through 
context-specific rewards: in the family, it helps preserve emotional harmony, while in public 
settings it allows her to remain legible as manageable and “no trouble.” At the same time, these 
rewards do not remain stable but gradually produce constraints that limit the possibility of 
speaking. 
 
Theoretically, this paper adopts intersectionality as its main analytical framework (Crenshaw 
1991; Collins 2000). Methodologically, it employs close reading to examine scene-level 
interactions. Here, “reward” does not refer to explicit praise, but to those social responses that 
make silence easier to maintain—such as reduced conflict at home or positive recognition in 
institutional settings. Silence is thus analyzed not as absence, but as a relational practice shaped 
by interpretation, expectation, and power. This is a single-text study centered on a Chinese 
American family in a U.S. context; the claims advanced are interpretive and not intended to 
generalize beyond this case. 
 
The argument unfolds in four chapters. Chapter 1 establishes the paper’s theoretical framework. 
It first defines silence, drawing on Glenn and Parrott to treat silence as a rhetorical, relational, 
and context-dependent practice rather than mere absence. It then situates silence within Asian 
American historical and literary contexts and introduces intersectionality, drawing on Crenshaw 
and Collins as the main analytical framework for examining how race, gender, and family 
expectations converge in specific scenes. Chapter 2 turns to the domestic sphere and asks how 
Lydia’s silence functions within the family. Through close readings of her interactions with 
James, Marilyn, and her siblings, this chapter explores how silence becomes associated with 
harmony, compliance, and emotional roles in the family, while gradually narrowing Lydia’s 
space for self-expression. Chapter 3 turns from familial intimacy to institutional and peer 
settings, where the same silence is rewarded less as care than as manageability and social 
readability. Through close readings of school interactions and peer relationships, this chapter 
examines how silence operates within broader structures of recognition and interpretation 
outside the family. Chapter 4 brings together the domestic and public dimensions of silence. 
Building on the previous chapters, it examines how silence is sustained across family and public 
life through what this paper describes as a feedback loop of double rewards. This chapter further 
explores how this mechanism gradually becomes increasingly difficult to sustain, especially in 
relation to Lydia’s death and its aftermath. 
 
 
Chapter 1: Theoretical Framework 
1.1. Silence as Concept and Context 
1.1.1. Silence as Meaningful Discourse 
 
Though it is not heard, “silence is ‘everywhere’” (Glenn 2004, xii). In many social settings, 
speaking up is seen as a valued ability, often associated with participation in public life and the 
expression of subjectivity. By contrast, silence can be easily read as meaninglessness, 
obedience, or absence. What is easier to overlook, however, is that silence can also engage in 
the generation of meaning and is always embedded in specific relations and power structures. 
As Adam Jaworski notes, silence should be understood beyond the “absence of sound” and can 
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take multiple communicative forms, functioning as a “metaphor for communication” across 
domains (Jaworski 1997, 3). In this sense, silence is a form of communication that must be 
recognized and interpreted in specific contexts. 
 
In literary studies, silence may appear through nonverbal actions, narrative omissions, 
hesitations, delays, and the avoidance of speaking. As King-Kok Cheung argues, silence can 
take many forms, including “textual ellipses, nonverbal gestures, [and] authorial hesitations,” 
while still remaining “articulate” (Cheung 1993, 4). Accordingly, this paper does not simply 
interpret silence as a linguistic void, but as a behavioral form that plays a role in specific 
interactions. More specifically, it focuses on interactional silence between characters at the 
scene level. Here, silence refers to moments when a character does not speak, speaks less than 
expected, delays a topic, changes the subject, or allows others to speak for them in a given 
scene. 
 
Scholars across literary and rhetorical studies converge on treating silence not as mere absence 
but as a relational, meaningful practice. Cheryl Glenn emphasizes that silence, though often 
misread as passivity, can function as a tactical strategy within unequal power relations (Glenn 
2004, xi). In her analysis of Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior, Jill M. Parrott 
(2012) further argues that silence participates in the “dynamics of meaning-making and 
signification,” rather than existing outside them (Parrott 2012, 376). Her work also emphasizes 
the importance of power differentials in shaping how silence is interpreted within specific 
relationships and cultural contexts. Together, these approaches suggest that silence must be 
analyzed in relation to who can speak, who remains silent, and how silence is interpreted by 
others. 
 
At the same time, existing scholarship tends to frame silence either as a form of oppression or 
as an instance of agency, often emphasizing one dimension over the other. Less attention has 
been paid to how these dimensions may overlap in practice, and more importantly, to how 
silence may be stabilized through repeated interpretation and everyday interaction across 
different contexts. This gap is particularly relevant in literary analysis, where silence is not only 
expressed but also continuously read, misread, and reinforced by surrounding characters and 
institutions. Building on these insights, this paper treats silence as a strategic and socially 
mediated practice that is sustained through context-specific rewards and interpretations. By 
focusing on how silence is maintained and reinforced across both family and public settings, 
the analysis examines how its apparent stability depends on the very processes that eventually 
render it unsustainable. 
 
1.1.2. Silence in Asian American Contexts 
 
In Asian American contexts, silence, as a meaningful and relational form of expression, carries 
specific historical and social meanings. For Chinese Americans, silence deserves further 
discussion not only because it frequently appears in family and school settings, but also because 
it has long been situated within a racialized and gendered interpretive framework. As Bella 
Adams notes, the term “Asian American,” coined in the late 1960s as a political category, 
remains an “about-to-be” identity whose meaning continues to be reinvented in U.S. history 
rather than fixed by any single “literal referent” (Adams 2008, 5–6). At the same time, Asian 
Americans have also been shaped by stereotypes such as the perpetual foreigner and the 
controllable model minority (74). Silence is not neutral in this context; it is continually 
interpreted and shaped by the social and historical conditions in which it is situated. 
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Historically, the social position of Chinese Americans has long been defined through exclusion 
and gatekeeping. Since the nineteenth Century, immigration laws such as the Chinese Exclusion 
Act (1882) restricted the entry and family formation of Chinese immigrants. The regime also 
produced what Ngai later calls the “impossible subject,” socially present yet legally excluded 
(Ngai 2004, 4–5). The same logic of racialized eligibility persisted into the Johnson-Reed Act 
(1924), under which Chinese, Japanese, Indian, and other Asians were excluded from 
immigration “on grounds that they were racially ineligible for naturalized citizenship,” casting 
Asians as permanently foreign and unassimilable within the nation (Lee 2002, 59). The 
exclusion was gendered as well as racialized. The Page Act of 1875 restricted the entry of Asian 
contract labor and women suspected of prostitution, and in practice curtailed Chinese women’s 
entry and family formation (Lee 2002, 37–38; Salyer 2006, 1). Paul Yin further shows how 
“respectability” was policed through racialized and gendered signs, shaping the formation of 
Chinese American families and their visibility in the public sphere (Yin 2013, 154–55). Under 
such conditions, restraint, caution, and reticence can also function as practical responses for 
preserving dignity and avoiding risks within a structure of exclusion. 
 
In the mid-twentieth century, exclusion did not disappear so much as take a different form: 
limited inclusion without full cultural security. The 1943 repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Act 
had a limited practical effect, as quotas and gatekeeping practices persisted into the early 
postwar period (Yin 2013, 168). During the early Cold War, public discourse increasingly 
praised certain “ethnic traits,” such as filial piety and hard work, as compatible with U.S. ideals, 
but this praise was always conditional (Lee 2015, 36–37). As Erika Lee summarizes (drawing 
on Ellen D. Wu), this image of the model minority was “popular and significant because [it] 
upheld” two Cold War logics, the “valorization of the nuclear family” and “anti-Communism” 
(36–37). Adams similarly argues that the stereotype “helps maintain the dominant racial 
hierarchy” and “in turn obscures continuing economic and political inequalities in and beyond 
Asian America” (Adams 2008, 198). Within this framework, being quiet, well-behaved, and 
trouble-free is more readily interpreted as a racialized form of manageability. 
 
In schools and other public settings, the costs of this model-minority halo become especially 
visible. Yong Zhao and Wei Qiu argue that “Asian students must also deal with the burden of 
being a model minority,” a condition that links praise to pressure and self-censorship (Zhao and 
Qiu 2009, 343). In this context, silence can be interpreted as maturity, cooperation, and even as 
a sign that one poses no trouble. Once interpreted in this way, silence is more likely to receive 
positive reinforcement in everyday interactions, thereby perpetuating itself. For this reason, this 
paper does not reduce Lydia’s silence either to an Asian cultural trait or to a purely personal 
disposition. Rather, it approaches her silence as a social behavior shaped at the intersection of 
family expectations and racialized public perception. It is within this dual context that silence 
is interpreted differently across settings yet is repeatedly reinforced, a dynamic that Chapters 2 
and 3 examine in the family and public spheres, respectively. 
 
 
1.1.3 Silence in Asian American Literature 
 
Within this historical and social context, silence has also become a recurring and significant 
theme in Asian American literature, whose meanings are not fixed. As Adams suggests, “Asian 
American critics attach such importance to visibility because their cultural history is marked by 
invisibility” (Adams 2008, 7). More broadly, Asian American literature has been deeply 
concerned with identity formation, visibility, and the experience of being defined and misread 
by mainstream discourse (6–9). Consequently, silence in this literary tradition is frequently 
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linked not only to identity negotiation and family relationships, but also to racialized 
expectations and the problem of social legibility. 
 
Parrott’s discussion of Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior is especially useful here. 
She argues that silence in the text cannot be reduced to oppression alone, but appears in at least 
three forms: suppression by self-restraint, suppression by force, and suppression in translation 
(Parrott 2012, 375). This distinction is important because it shows that silence in Asian 
American literature may arise from direct constraint, but it may also function as a rhetorical 
response within limited and unequal conditions. Silence, in other words, cannot be treated 
simply as passivity or absence; it must be situated within specific power relations and 
interpreted in relation to who speaks, who remains silent, and how that silence is read by others. 
 
Silence is also a recurring concern in Asian American women’s writing, where it is often related 
to gender expectations, family relations, and cultural belonging. In The Woman Warrior, for 
example, Kingston links silence to secrecy, agency, and the right to speak within the family 
structure (Kingston 1989). Similarly, Amy Tan’s The Joy Luck Club discusses the unspoken 
tensions that shape the mother-daughter relationships and the sense of belonging (Tan 1989). 
These literary precedents establish silence as a meaningful relational practice shaped by unequal 
expectations and emotional constraints. Ng’s novel develops these concerns through its focus 
on silence within a mixed-race family and the pressures of social legibility. 
 
1.2. Intersectionality as Analytical Framework 
 
Intersectionality, initially introduced into mainstream academia from Black feminist 
scholarship, seeks to “disrupt the tendencies to see race and gender as exclusive and separable” 
(Crenshaw 1991, 1244). It aims to address the limits of single-axis analysis and to turn attention 
to how structure and institutions co-produce inequality. This is particularly important for the 
present study, as Lydia’s silence cannot be attributed to a single factor. Explaining it solely 
through the lens of gender or race fails to account for why the same silence can appear across 
different contexts yet be assigned different meanings. 
 
Building on this, Patricia Hill Collins’s account of controlling images explains how race, 
gender, and class relations are reproduced across social institutions. Such images “are designed 
to make racism, sexism, poverty, and other forms of social injustice appear natural, normal, and 
inevitable” (Collins 2000, 87). Intersectionality, then, is not a label but a framework for 
analyzing institutions, discourse, and everyday practice. This paper interprets intersectionality 
not as the sum of race and gender, but as an analytical framework for examining how social 
institutions, cultural discourses, and everyday interactions collectively shape Lydia’s position 
and legibility within different contexts. Here, intersectionality is used to explain how 
institutional norms, familial roles, and racialized expectations work together to produce a form 
of silence that cannot be reduced to any single axis, making certain behaviors appear natural, 
normal, and inevitable. 
 
Lydia’s silence in the novel stems not from a single factor but from the intersection of multiple 
social positions. As a daughter in a mixed-race family, she is confronted with racialized, 
gendered, and familial pressures at the same time, including her father’s assimilation anxiety, 
her mother’s gendered ambitions, and the family’s obsession with success. Intersectionality 
here does not refer to a simple addition of race, gender, and family pressure; rather, it is used 
to examine how these expectations operate simultaneously within specific relationships and 
contexts, shaping how Lydia’s silence becomes legible and meaningful. 
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Chapter 2: Home: Silence as Harmony and Compliance 
2.1. With Father: Silence and Assimilation Anxiety 
 
As noted earlier, Asian Americans’ sense of belonging in U.S. society is often conditioned on 
their being viewed as law-abiding, manageable, and capable of conforming to mainstream 
norms. This historical sense of insecurity is not confined to public discourse. It is also 
internalized as expectations within families regarding success, respectability, and social 
conformity. In James’ case, this internalization takes the form of assimilation anxiety that is 
later projected onto Lydia. In the Lee family, this historical logic is first manifested in James’ 
long-standing anxiety about belonging. As the son of Chinese immigrants under false names, 
James grew up in a predominantly white educational environment but “never felt he belonged 
here” (Ng 2014, 34). During his time at Lloyd Academy, he is constantly aware of being the 
only Chinese student on campus. “He had stopped speaking Chinese to his parents, afraid of 
tinting his English with an accent” (40). James’ experience reflects what Lee identifies as the 
historical construction of Asian immigrants as “permanently foreign and unassimilable” (Lee 
2002, 37). His fear of accent is therefore a response to a racialized system which marks 
linguistic differences as foreignness (Ng 2014, 40). In this context, success becomes tied to 
belonging anxiety, and assimilation therefore becomes not only a goal but also a strategy for 
reducing racial difference. 
 
James’ determination to speak English well, sound natural, and make friends is not just a matter 
of personal character. It also aligns with what Lee calls the Cold War social script that Asians 
should follow certain “ethnic traits” to “serve larger political purposes” (Lee 2015, 10). This 
may explain why he stops speaking Chinese and chooses “the most quintessentially American 
subject he could find”—cowboys—for his research (Ng 2014, 40). This desire to avoid standing 
out later becomes one of the standards through which he measures success and failure. 
 
This anxiety about social acceptance, however, does not remain confined to James’ personal 
experience. As a father, he begins to project the social ease he never attained onto Lydia. Thus, 
he constantly emphasizes the importance of social skills and gifts Lydia a best-selling book on 
interpersonal relationships, How to Win Friends and Influence People. This emphasis on 
friendship is not neutral, but reflects a racialized expectation that social success signifies 
assimilation. In his view, if Lydia could learn how to get along with everyone, she would not 
have to endure the isolation and awkwardness of his own childhood. Under this logic, Lydia 
must not only achieve academic success but also demonstrate interpersonal competence. She is 
expected to be both an outstanding and popular child, as evidence that the Lees can successfully 
fit into American society. From an intersectional perspective, this is not merely a father’s 
personal love, but a point where race, family role, and social recognition converge within the 
household.  
 
Yet James’ expectations of Lydia are not primarily expressed through explicit articulations, but 
rather woven into daily interactions in a manner that appears gentle yet remains highly directed. 
When he gives her How to Win Friends and Influence People as a Christmas present, Lydia 
“swallowed hard” and says, “[I]t’s great, thanks Daddy” (Ng 2014, 37). The gift itself is already 
a form of instruction: it teaches Lydia that sociability is something she is expected to learn, 
perform, and display. Her response, therefore, cannot be read simply as gratitude. The physical 
detail of swallowing suggests that the reply costs effort, while the phrase “thanks Daddy” keeps 
the exchange affectionate and undisturbed. Here, “speech and silence are… simultaneously 
meaningful” (Glenn 2004, 7). Lydia’s answer is a minimal reply that ends the interaction while 
preserving relational stability. The swallowing indicates that this silence is effortful and 
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emotionally costly, even as it maintains surface harmony. Parrott’s discussion of rhetorical 
silence is useful here because it distinguishes between silence as self-restraint and silence as a 
condition shaped by power. Lydia is not forcibly silenced in this scene; she chooses a small, 
acceptable response. Yet that choice is made within a relation in which James has already 
defined what counts as success and belonging. For Lydia, “[I]t’s great, thanks Daddy” is a way 
to close an interaction she has little power to negotiate. What is rewarded in this moment is not 
honest expression, but the appearance of ease: James is reassured, and the interaction can 
continue without conflict. 
 
Race reshapes fatherhood itself: James’ care for Lydia is inseparable from his hope that she will 
achieve the social belonging he was denied. James “could not miss the edge in her voice, but 
he brushed it aside” (Ng 2014, 130). He recognizes the tone, yet chooses to interpret it in line 
with his own expectations. As Glenn notes, silence is shaped by “who can speak… and what 
listeners can do” (Glenn 2004, 9). Lydia is “on the phone with someone” “almost every 
evening” (Ng 2014, 130). These performances function as visible evidence of social success 
rather than genuine communication. Lydia does not actively let her father speak on her behalf; 
rather, James fills in the gap and, based on that, completes a narrative that “she already had 
plenty of friends” (130). Silence becomes a site that invites projection. Her silence is 
relationally motivated, since she knows that failure or isolation would hurt James. Yet this care 
is already incorporated into a broader script of social integration, becoming a daily management 
of his anxiety. Silence sustains James’ assimilation narrative, yet also makes it harder to correct. 
Silence is rewarded not because it reveals truth, but because it allows James’ desired version of 
belonging to remain intact. 
 
Lydia’s unique position within the family further reinforces these expectations. Having 
inherited her mother’s blue eyes, she bears a stronger resemblance to a white person in 
appearance—“one more reason she’s their mother’s favorite and their father’s too” (8). Her 
partial whiteness makes her a symbolic site where assimilation appears achievable. This is 
where intersectional reading becomes necessary. Lydia’s racialized body does not simply add 
to her role as a daughter; it changes how that role functions. James’ hopes for assimilation are 
projected onto her not only because she is his child, but because her partial whiteness makes 
successful belonging seem imaginable in ways that Nath’s or Hannah’s body do not. At the 
same time, this racialized visibility matters differently because Lydia is a daughter: social ease 
and popularity become part of how her value is read within the family. Lydia is imagined as a 
living sign of the possibility of successful integration into American society. 
 
 
2.2. With Mother: Silence and Gendered Ambition 
 
Unlike James, Marilyn’s expectation of Lydia stems primarily from the frustration of her 
gendered ambition. For Marilyn, Lydia becomes a potential continuation of a life trajectory that 
she was unable to realize. As a woman coming of age in the 1960s and 1970s, Marilyn’s 
aversion to her mother, Mrs. Walker, reflects a rejection of the traditional domestic role 
assigned to women. The novel emphasizes this impulse early on: Marilyn “had always liked 
surprising people,” whether by ranking first in every exam or by asking to “switch into shop 
with the sophomore boys” (25). She envisions science and medicine as an alternative life path, 
aligning with the historical context of second-wave feminism, which emphasized women 
achieving self-worth through education and careers. As Friedan argues, postwar American 
culture confined women to domestic roles while discouraging professional ambitions (Friedan 
1963). In this context, Marilyn’s later plans for Lydia can be read as a generational projection 
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of an unfinished gendered life script. Marilyn’s expectation gains its force precisely because it 
takes the form of care and guidance, while functioning as a gendered and generational demand 
that is difficult for Lydia to refuse. This pressure is not simply generational. It is specifically 
transmitted through a daughter because Marilyn’s unrealized ambitions are bound to a gendered 
life course that Lydia is expected to continue. 
 
This projection becomes clearer when Marilyn attempts to reclaim her own ambitions. At one 
point, she leaves home in order to return to her medical aspirations, yet another pregnancy pulls 
her back into the domestic sphere. This attempt lasts only nine weeks, disappearing “like fine 
mist on a breeze,” until she “could not remember now why she thought it had all been possible” 
(Ng 2014, 106). What is lost here is an imagined life trajectory that later informs her 
determination to shape Lydia’s future. Upon returning home, Marilyn resolves to encourage 
Lydia “for the rest of her life, to do more than her mother had” (108). This marks a critical shift: 
Lydia is confronted not only with maternal support, but also with a set of ambitions already 
internalized as justified and necessary. 
 
A daily routine depicted at the beginning of the novel indicates how family members interact 
in daily life. “As always, next to her cereal bowl, her mother has placed a sharpened pencil and 
Lydia’s physics homework, six problems flagged with small ticks” (7). This kind of daily 
management is significant because it allows ambition to enter Lydia’s life in a normal and 
habitual manner. Marilyn’s care is delivered through daily management and academic 
supervision. Marilyn’s maternal love is closely tied to discipline and planning, which makes 
this pressure difficult for Lydia to identify as pressure at all. What is rewarded here is not open 
discussion, but smooth cooperation: the routine can continue, and Marilyn’s sense of purpose 
remains intact. 
 
This reduced speaking often takes the form of minimal replies in key dialogues, most clearly in 
Marilyn’s conversations with Lydia. The narrative flashes back to a dinner scene where Marilyn 
makes academic plans for Lydia and asks for her opinion: “Only if you’re interested,” while 
Lydia responds as always, “Yes. Yes” (116–117). As Glenn notes, “speech and silence are not 
mutually exclusive; they are inextricably linked and often interchangeably, simultaneously 
meaningful” (Glenn 2004, 7). Lydia repeated “yes” should therefore not be read as a passive or 
meaningless response. Instead, it functions as a minimal reply that reassures Marilyn and avoids 
open conflict, while keeping Lydia’s own reluctance unspoken. Marilyn’s conditional sentence 
appears to offer a choice, but in practice, it leaves little room for refusal. Every time Marilyn is 
“holding her breath” when asking and is only able to “breathe again” after Lydia answers, “Yes. 
Yes” (Ng 2014, 116–117). This detail makes the emotional structure of the scene visible: 
Lydia’s agreement does not simply end a conversation, but temporarily restores emotional 
stability within the mother-daughter relationship. As Parrott argues in her reading of Kingston, 
silence does not stand outside meaning-making but participates in how relationships and 
expectations are negotiated within interaction (Parrott 2012, 376). This mother-daughter 
interaction is sustained through an uneven production of meaning: Marilyn hears consent, while 
Lydia suppresses reluctance in order to preserve emotional stability. The narrator’s description 
that Lydia “absorbed her parents’ dreams, quieting the reluctance that bubbled up within” 
further shows that this silence is a form of support and endurance (Ng 2014, 117). In the short 
term, it preserves the emotional continuity within the relationship; in the long term, it delays 
Lydia’s expression of her own desires. Here, what is rewarded is not honesty, but the 
maintenance of reassurance and stability. 
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The full cost of this strategy does not become visible until Marilyn finds her cookbook in 
Lydia’s room and realizes that “[I]t had not been science that Lydia had loved” (179). Lydia’s 
long-hidden possession of the cookbook reveals that Lydia’s earlier cooperation was not 
genuine agreement, but a long-term act of appeasement. What Lydia cherishes is not the script 
itself, but the closeness it seems to secure with her mother. The cookbook transforms her 
repeated “yes” into something more painful: not active endorsement, but the sustained 
concealment of her own preferences. Lydia feels compelled to meet Marilyn’s expectations but 
“embraced anyway” (179). Her silence, therefore, functions as both care and burden. It sustains 
the mother-daughter script, but only by narrowing Lydia’s space for free expression. As Parrott 
suggests, even minimal replies can acquire major consequences when they are repeated over 
time within an unequal relational structure. What begins as a workable way of protecting the 
bond gradually turns into a pattern that leaves Lydia with less and less room to articulate a life 
of her own. 
 
2.3. With Siblings: Silence and Emotional Distribution 
 
In the novel, Lydia becomes the key figure in this intersecting structure, “the reluctant center 
of their universe—every day, she held the world together. She absorbed her parents’ dreams, 
quieting the reluctance that bubbled up within” (117). As the child most heavily invested with 
her parents’ hopes, she assumes the role of maintaining harmony within the household. The 
positions of the other children further clarify this family structure. Nath sits quietly at the dinner 
table every day when his parents keep talking with Lydia. Hannah, the youngest sister, “as if 
she understood her place in the cosmos, grew from quiet infant to watchful child... to ensure 
the terrain of the family did not change” (118). These emotions and pressures remain unspoken 
among family members, yet gradually become embedded in different family roles through daily 
interactions. As Parrott, following Glenn, suggests, silence is shaped by “a power differential” 
involving “who can speak, who must remain silent, who listens, and what these listeners can 
do” (Parrott 2012, 378). In the Lee household, Lydia bears the burden of absorbing parental 
expectations, while Nath and Hannah are positioned more as observers within the same 
structure. 
 
Within this family structure, the relationship between Lydia and Nath offers a more nuanced 
perspective. Silence not only assigns emotional positions but also shapes how intimacy is 
expressed. On the surface, Lydia and Nath do not appear close: after school, “she… settles into 
the seat beside him in silence” (Ng 2014, 17). Yet it is not a complete rupture. By continuing 
to sit beside him, she preserves a limited form of sibling closeness without communication. 
Nath, meanwhile, notices more than he says: he knows Lydia has no real friends and sees how 
she performs normality for their parents, but he does not contradict her or ask for an explanation. 
Silence here does not eliminate attachment; rather, it limits attachment to forms that avoid 
confrontation, disclosure, and shifts in the family’s emotional balance. A sibling pattern thus 
emerges in which one remains silent, and the other does not ask. This does not produce open 
conflict, but it prevents understanding from deepening. 
 
When Lydia is found missing, everyone realizes how little they know about Lydia: Nath 
suspects that Jack may matter but says nothing, and Hannah, who saw Lydia the night before, 
also remains silent. The key is not what is hidden but why they all tend not to speak. Silence 
becomes a habitual way of relating among family members. What is sustained through this 
norm is not clarity, but a fragile family balance in which speaking risks disruption. This baseline 
helps explain why later revelations about Lydia’s life emerge only as belated discoveries rather 
than shared knowledge. 
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The pattern is even more evident in Hannah. She grows into a “watchful child” who helps 
“ensure the terrain of the family did not change” (118). She does not compete for attention or 
voice her own needs; instead, she learns to preserve the family’s balance by remaining silent. 
Even small gestures reinforce this role: when a policeman leaves a fleck of spit on the album 
page, “Hannah wipes it away with her finger” (16). This action is silent, almost imperceptible, 
yet symbolically restores family order after the intrusion. Hannah does not make any comment 
or draw attention; instead, she responds with a small act of maintenance. Her silence here is a 
learned way of participating in the family. Hannah’s role in the household depends less on 
speaking than on preserving emotional continuity without disrupting existing relations. 
Her silence is therefore not accidental, but part of an increasingly learned way of inhabiting the 
family. If Lydia is the child through whom expectations are concentrated, Hannah is the child 
who learns to survive by not disturbing that concentration. 
 
It would be insufficient to read these silences only as a family or cultural habit. As Parrott notes, 
focusing on silence only in cultural terms “ignores the richness to be found in its rhetorical 
implications” (Parrott 2012, 390). Here, silence does specific relational work: it allocates 
emotional burden and sustains the family structure while preventing its members from fully 
knowing one another. Silence is not simply shared among the siblings; it shapes different roles 
and forms of participation within the family. 
 
 
Chapter 3: Public: Silence as Racialized Manageability 
 
Chapter 2 has shown how silence is sustained in the family through intimacy, care, and 
emotional distribution. In public settings, however, the same silence is not rewarded as harmony 
but as manageability, adjustment, or “no trouble.” Chapter 3, therefore, examines how silence 
persists not only through familial interpretation, but also through institutional and social 
interpretation. 
 
 
3.1. School: Silence as “No Trouble” 
 
Silence that functions as care at home can be read as normality or manageability in school 
settings. From the perspective of institutions, Lydia’s silence does not automatically prompt 
concern; rather, it is more likely to be categorized as part of the manageable student template. 
As Lee argues, after World War II, certain “ethnic traits” of Asian Americans—such as hard 
work, respect for authority, and filial piety—were praised precisely because they complemented 
mainstream American values and served broader political purposes (Lee 2015, 10). This 
historical construction helps establish expectations through which Asian American students are 
evaluated. In Lydia’s case, this means that being quiet, obedient, and not causing trouble is 
more likely to be read as a virtue rather than as a warning. This reading is not only racialized 
but also gendered. Lydia’s silence is more easily accepted as maturity and adjustment because 
she appears as both an Asian student and a girl, two positions through which compliance can 
be read as evidence of stability rather than distress. The school, therefore, not only witnesses 
Lydia’s silence; it helps reinforce it by treating it as normal and manageable. 
 
When Marilyn calls the school to confirm whether Lydia went to class, the secretary asks, “Are 
you calling to excuse her absence?” (Ng 2014, 10). This question immediately translates 
Lydia’s disappearance into institutional language. Rather than asking whether something may 
have happened to Lydia, the secretary treats the situation as a routine attendance issue requiring 
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documentation and explanation. She filters what counts as relevant information. When complex 
situations are reduced to absences, silence with little or no explanation triggers not concern but 
routine institutional processing. 
 
The same logic appears in Lydia’s handling of academic failure. She chooses not to tell Marilyn 
that she failed a physics test and did not understand the Krebs cycle. She “pretended to smile” 
when Marilyn “framed the grade report from the college” as encouragement (118). The act of 
framing turns the report into visible evidence of excellence displayed on the wall. Zhao and Qiu 
challenge the assumption that “Asian-American students are trouble-free kids” and note that 
they “must also deal with the burden of being a model minority” (Zhao and Qiu 2009, 342–
343). Under this expectation, the framed report remains physically visible at home, turning 
academic achievement into something permanently displayed rather than privately experienced. 
Lydia’s problem, then, is that she must continue to appear excellent. When academic success 
becomes both tangible proof and family pride, failure grows harder to voice and can only be 
translated into concealment. 
 
Silence in the school setting thus becomes a mode of performance management. Silence 
functions as a response that aligns with institutional expectations and secures recognition as a 
“no trouble” student. Under these conditions, silence appears not dangerous but safe—indeed, 
as the most reasonable way to remain “no trouble.” This institutional reading matters because 
it does not remain outside the family. Once silence is repeatedly recognized as stability in 
school, it becomes easier for her parents to continue reading the same silence at home as 
reassurance rather than distress. 
 
 
3.2. Peers: Silence as Social Isolation 
 
In peer settings, Lydia’s silence no longer appears as familial care, but as a mode of social 
withdrawal that makes relationships shallow, performative, and easily misread. She is not 
completely absent from the world of her peers, but neither does she fully fit into it. Adams’ idea 
about the paradox of visibility and invisibility is especially relevant here. Lydia is visible within 
the peer world, but this visibility does not translate into understanding or inclusion. Instead, it 
leaves her more exposed to others’ interpretation than to genuine recognition. 
 
Nath’s observations make this clear. In the cafeteria, “she sits silent while the others chatter,” 
and when classmates finish copying her homework, she “quietly slides her notebook back into 
her bookbag.” This action is efficient and socially functional, but it fails to invite further 
interaction. Lydia participates in the peer group through usefulness rather than intimacy: her 
assignments are passed around among classmates, yet she remains detached from the 
conversation. Her silence does not remove her from visibility, but confines her to a limited 
social role that others can easily recognize without truly knowing her. Later, Nath realizes that 
“Lydia has never really had friends, but their parents have never known” (Ng 2014, 17). Her 
phone calls and casual updates about Pam or Jenn do not indicate real friendship; they sustain 
only the appearance of belonging. If their father asks, “Lydia, how’s Pam doing?” she replies 
easily, and Nath “doesn’t contradict her” (17). This scene indicates that Lydia learns to simulate 
sociability without actually entering it. As Cheung argues, the negative social assessment of 
reticence can “isolate and baffle many an Asian American,” while also allowing others to speak 
for them (Cheung 1993, 6–7). This is precisely what happens here: Lydia’s silence does not 
remain a private habit, but becomes socially legible as distance, oddness, or unreadability, so 
that others can define her position without having to hear her own account. 
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Before Lydia died, she went out with Jack every afternoon and came home at dinner to “pretend 
she’d been at school all the time” (Ng 2014, 41). At first glance, this relationship seems to offer 
an alternative to her isolation, because it is one of the few spaces in which Lydia actually begins 
to speak. She tells Jack about her family, school, and daily life, indicating that she is not entirely 
incapable of expressing herself, but rather chooses to speak only within a limited and marginal 
space. Her interactions with Jack do not lead her to any stable form of social belonging. Their 
relationship exists in Jack’s car, which is outside ordinary peer visibility, allowing Lydia to 
speak more openly without changing how she is socially recognized in school life. Jack himself 
“talks to no one” and is “alone most of the time” (51), which further reinforces the marginality 
of their connection. As Parrott suggests, what matters is not only who speaks, but who gets to 
define what that speech means and what others do with it (Parrott 2012, 378). In this 
relationship, although Lydia begins to speak, her speech remains confined to a private exchange 
that fails to change how she is positioned in the larger peer world. Her classmates still recognize 
her primarily through silence, usefulness, and distance. The relationship with Jack, therefore, 
does not resolve Lydia’s isolation; it merely relocates it into a more private but equally marginal 
space. 
 
Nath is predisposed to distrust Jack, who humiliated him when they were younger. Neither 
sibling addressed it directly. Nath was “half-angry, half-afraid” about Lydia’s new friend but 
said nothing; Lydia “knew what he was thinking, and she let him” (Ng 2014, 343). The point is 
not Jack himself, but Lydia’s continued refusal to explain or clarify herself, which leaves both 
Jack and Nath within a structure of unresolved misunderstanding. “Nath doesn’t contradict her” 
when their parents assume Pam and the others are Lydia’s friends (17). Silence creates a gap in 
explanation, and that gap is filled not by Lydia’s own account but by assumptions, social 
expectations, and ready-made narratives through which others interpret her behavior. Here, 
Parrott’s “power differential” becomes visible because what matters is that others retain the 
power to interpret that silence in her place. 
 
Here, silence no longer works to maintain harmony. It functions as a form of social isolation 
that keeps peer relations at the level of surface appearance while sustaining misunderstanding. 
Unlike the family context, where silence can still temporarily stabilize intimacy, silence in peer 
settings exposes Lydia to misreading without offering her any durable form of belonging. It 
prevents Lydia from fitting into an ordinary peer network and fails to produce genuine 
understanding in either her relationship with Jack or her relationship with Nath. Peer silence 
marks an important limit of the reward mechanism: it may preserve surface appearance, but it 
no longer produces recognition, support, or genuine relational security. 
 
 
Chapter 4: The Feedback Loop of Double Rewards and the Fatal Outcome 
 
Lydia’s silence does not take shape in a single sphere. In the family, silence is repeatedly 
interpreted as harmony, care, and compliance; in public settings, it is rewarded as 
manageability, adjustment, and “no trouble.” What matters here is how these two sets of 
interpretations begin to reinforce one another, turning silence from a workable strategy into an 
increasingly destructive bind. 
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4.1. Double Rewards: Reinforcement Across Contexts 
 
At this intersection of family and public life, Lydia’s silence is sustained not through pressure 
alone, but through a double structure of reassurance and recognition. As Glenn notes, silence is 
often misread as passivity, even though it can function as a tactical strategy that maintains 
relationships and produces stability (Glenn 2004, xi). Two intersecting situations make this 
mechanism especially visible: Lydia’s academic performance and her performance of 
sociability. In both cases, what is rewarded in one sphere strengthens the silence required in the 
other. 
 
The first crucial scene concerns academic performance, especially the logic surrounding 
Lydia’s high scores and later failure in physics. For Marilyn, whose medical aspirations are 
interrupted by marriage and motherhood, Lydia’s high scores serve as reassurance: they suggest 
that her daughter might achieve the career success she herself could not attain. This maternal 
investment should not be understood as a purely private feeling. As Collins argues, controlling 
images become powerful when they make social arrangements appear “natural, normal, and 
inevitable” (Collins 2000, 87). In this context, Marilyn’s encouragement of excellence appears 
as care, but it also carries a gendered script of aspiration and sacrifice. At the same time, good 
grades are rewarded in the public sphere because they fit the model minority narrative described 
by Lee, in which traits such as hard work, respect for authority, and filial discipline are praised 
precisely because they complement dominant American values (Lee 2015, 10). 
 
When Lydia achieves academic success, she receives a double reward. At home, achievement 
reassures Marilyn and helps preserve family stability; in school and public life, it confirms 
Lydia as legible, reliable, and “no trouble.” But this apparent stability is fragile. Once she fails 
or struggles with physics, hides the failed test, and “pretend[s] to smile” when Marilyn frames 
the grade report as encouragement (Ng 2014, 118), the same system becomes constraining. She 
can no longer admit difficulty in one sphere without risking disappointment in the other. The 
cost of speaking rises because failure would not simply expose one weakness, but disrupt two 
mutually supporting scripts at once. 
 
The same logic extends from academic performance to social performance. The second key 
intersection lies in Lydia’s performance of social popularity, especially her staged phone calls 
and the appearance of an active social life. For James, a Chinese American whose own 
childhood is marked by alienation and failed belonging, his daughter’s displayed popularity 
offers reassurance that she can achieve the social ease he never had. Her ability to “fit in” seems 
to prove that assimilation is possible. Meanwhile, Lydia’s performance of sociability is also 
shaped by the pressure to remain socially adjusted and accepted. Lydia’s silence about her 
actual isolation therefore secures another double reward: it reassures her father at home while 
preserving her image as a well-adjusted girl in public. 
 
Together, these scenes show that Lydia’s silence exceeds any single explanation, because 
parental pressure and racialized expectations are already working through one another. Rather, 
it is sustained through a feedback loop in which the rewards of one sphere reinforce the silence 
required in the other. Public recognition confirms family hopes, while family expectations 
intensify the need for public legibility. In this way, silence becomes harder to abandon, because 
any deviation now threatens both family equilibrium and public readability at once. It is this 
feedback loop that prepares the shift, developed in the next section, from double reward to fatal 
bind. 
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4.2. The Fatal Price: Accumulation, Death, and the Aftermath 
 
What once sustains Lydia’s silence as a double reward gradually turns into a double bind. 
Earlier in the novel, silence still functions as what Glenn describes as a “tactical strategy” that 
preserves stability within unequal relationships (Glenn 2004, xi). By the later stages of the 
novel, Lydia’s silence still delays conflict, but it no longer secures the rewards that once made 
it sustainable. 
 
At this point, Lydia can no longer fail in one sphere without threatening the other. To admit 
academic failure would unsettle the maternal script that equates achievement with future 
possibilities; to admit social isolation would undermine the paternal expectation that she can 
successfully “fit in.” What was previously rewarded in two domains now becomes mutually 
constraining. As Parrott suggests, silence remains shaped by unequal structures of interpretation 
and authority (Parrott 2012, 378). In Lydia’s case, both family and public institutions retain the 
authority to interpret her silence as a stable force. Silence is no longer a negotiable response, 
but a condition she cannot easily exit. 
 
The novel resists reducing Lydia’s death either to a simple accident or to a fully conscious 
suicide. Rather, the novel presents it as the culmination of a structure in which silence has 
become impossible to sustain. Earlier, her silence could still be understood as a form of what 
Parrott describes as “self-restraint” (381). However, as the gap between her performed self and 
lived experience widens, this self-restraint begins to resemble what Parrott distinguishes as “to 
be silenced,” a condition in which expression is no longer available as a meaningful option 
(384). 
 
Lydia’s final movement toward the lake can thus be read not as a sudden impulse, but as the 
endpoint of accumulated strain. This strain is visible even before the final night, especially in 
the way Lydia begins to articulate her frustration to Jack. Lydia tells Jack, “People decide what 
you’re like before they even get to know you… They think they know all about you. Except 
you’re never who they think you are” (Ng 2014, 141). This confession shows that she clearly 
understands herself as trapped within others’ readings of her. What matters in the lake scene, 
however, is that this frustration does not translate into a fully transparent wish to die. Rather, 
she still believes that “[I]t was not too late” and “made a new set of promises” to herself when 
she approaches the lake (198). The darkness on the rowboat makes her feel “strangely calm and 
confident,” and she decides to swim and “kick her way to the dock” just as Nath told her long 
ago (198–199). This scene suggests not a fully formed desire for death, but a final attempt to 
regain control through action in a situation she no longer knows how to escape. 
 
The earlier refusal to learn how to swim acquires retrospective significance: it suggests a long-
standing condition in which Lydia is required to perform competence without possessing the 
means to sustain it. At the lake, this logic reaches its most compressed form: to prove that she 
can swim is also to prove that she can start over, that she can still become someone other than 
the daughter, student, and girl others have already defined. What collapses at the end is the 
fragile equilibrium that silence was maintaining. Once silence can no longer secure reassurance 
in either domain, the system that depended on it begins to fail. 
 
Yet Lydia’s death forces a reinterpretation of that silence. The cookbook scene does more than 
reveal Lydia’s hidden preference; it forces Marilyn to reinterpret years of apparent compliance. 
The realization that “it had not been science that Lydia had loved” and that Lydia had 
“embraced anyway” everything her mother wanted for her exposes silence not as agreement 
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but as long-term concealment at great personal cost. Most importantly, Marilyn’s choking 
thought that this may have been what “dragged Lydia underwater at last” makes the novel’s 
causal logic explicit: the family script does not merely accompany Lydia’s death, but helps 
explain it. Death forces a rereading that takes many forms across the family. For Marilyn, the 
cookbook scene reveals not only Lydia’s hidden preferences but also the extent to which 
apparent agreement had concealed emotional strain. For James, the discovery that Lydia’s 
classmates “barely knew” her destabilizes his long-standing belief that she had successfully fit 
into the social world he himself struggled to enter (57). Lydia’s silence produced the appearance 
of harmony, success, and normality; death exposes the cost of that appearance and forces the 
survivors to confront the unspoken reality. 
 
This rupture becomes visible in the family’s altered forms of relation. Hannah, once described 
as “keeping people’s secrets,” steps into speech, telling James, “I told her you would come 
home,” “not smugly, not triumphantly. Just a fact” (Ng 2014, 200). When she insists, “Look,” 
and draws his attention to the footprint on the ceiling (201), the scene reorients perception itself: 
what had always been present but ignored becomes newly visible. Lydia’s death also begins to 
redistribute the family’s attention. Hannah, the youngest child who was once overlooked, is 
gradually being brought into words and recognition she never had before. Likewise, the 
family’s future is described not as restored harmony, but as difficulty: “for years after that, they 
will grope for the words that say what they mean: to Nath, to Hannah, to each other” (204). The 
earlier system of smooth silence gives way to hesitant and imperfect speech. 
 
The fatal price of the double reward, then, lies not only in Lydia’s death itself, but in the 
exposure of the system that made such silence appear necessary. Silence remained profitable 
only so long as Lydia could continue to maintain stability. Once that performance became 
unsustainable, the mechanism that once secured belonging turned into a constraint with no 
viable exit. Lydia’s death is therefore best understood as the endpoint of a feedback loop in 
which silence was first rewarded, then required, and ultimately exhausted. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Lydia’s continuing silence in the novel is best understood not as a fixed personality trait but as 
a socially mediated practice shaped by the convergence of familial expectations and racialized 
public perception. In the domestic sphere, her silence is repeatedly interpreted as compliance, 
consideration, and the maintenance of harmony. In school settings, it is more likely to be read 
as manageability and “no trouble,” while among peers, it increasingly functions as social 
isolation through misreading, distance, and failed recognition. The persistence of silence, 
therefore, lies not simply in Lydia’s personality but in the different forms of reassurance and 
recognition that silence repeatedly produces across contexts. 
 
Across these scenes, Lydia’s silence is sustained through a feedback loop of double rewards. 
At home, silence preserves fragile family equilibrium and protects her parents’ expectations; in 
public, it helps her remain readable as a successful and unproblematic girl. Yet this very 
mechanism gradually turns into a double bind. Once Lydia begins to fail academically and can 
no longer conceal her social isolation, silence ceases to function as a workable strategy and 
instead becomes increasingly difficult to abandon. Her death should therefore not be reduced 
to either a simple accident or a fully transparent act of suicide. Rather, the novel presents it as 
the tragic endpoint of a structure in which silence has been repeatedly rewarded, required, and 
eventually exhausted. Only after Lydia’s death do those around her begin to reinterpret what 
had long been mistaken for agreement, stability, or normality. 
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The title Everything I Never Told You also resonates with its Chinese translation, (无声告白), 
which literally means silent confession. The Chinese title highlights one dimension especially 
relevant to this study: what is never openly spoken does not disappear, but accumulates through 
silence until it becomes visible through loss and belated recognition. Lydia’s silence therefore 
signifies not absence, but a relational practice shaped by family feelings, racialized 
expectations, and gendered pressure. The short-term rewards it secures ultimately reveal the 
cost of a system in which those rewards can no longer be maintained. 
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Abstract: In the study of the Palestinian diaspora, the trauma of displacement is not a closed 
historical chapter but an ongoing, inherited reality. This paper explores how the second 
generation of Palestinian Americans processes this inheritance in Susan Muaddi Darraj’s novel-
in-stories Behind You Is the Sea (2024). Severed geographically from their ancestral homeland, 
the second-generation characters occupy what Homi K. Bhabha calls the “Third Space,” where 
they must balance the inherited “roots” of their parents’ unarticulated grief with the forward-
moving “routes” of their assimilated American lives. Because they did not directly experience 
the 1948 Nakba, this paper applies Marianne Hirsch’s concept of “postmemory” to examine 
how trauma is transmitted across generations. However, since dominant Western trauma 
models assume the catastrophe is completely in the past, this analysis decolonizes the paradigm 
in dialogue with the decolonial turn (Mignolo 2011; Maldonado-Torres 2007) and with 
postcolonial and Palestinian trauma scholarship, including the work of Stef Craps, Rosemary 
Sayigh, Ahmad H. Sa’di, and Lila Abu-Lughod. It argues that the second generation 
experiences a doubling of memory, in which inherited ancestral pain collides with ongoing 
systemic marginalization in the United States. Finally, this paper investigates how the younger 
generation utilizes material “testimonial objects” and digital networks of witness to bridge 
paralyzing silences and construct an “imagined homeland,” and demonstrates how this 
diasporic sanctuary clashes with the occupied geographic reality upon physical return. 
 
Keywords: postmemory, third space, testimonial objects, Palestinian American diaspora, 
hybrid identity 
 
 
Introduction 
 
 

If the olive trees knew the hands that planted them – 
Their oil would become tears 

— Mahmoud Darwish 
 
 
Arab American literature has long been a literature of necessity, born from the need to speak 
back against a long history of misrepresentation that turned the Arab subject into a symbol 
rather than a person. Within this broad field, Palestinian American writing carries its own 
specific weight, inextricably bound to the 1948 Nakba: the forced displacement of hundreds of 
thousands of Palestinians and the erasure of over five hundred villages from the map. What 
makes this literature distinctive is that it has never been able to treat the Nakba as concluded 
history, because Palestinian identity is shaped not only by the loss but by the open-endedness 
of a catastrophe that has never ended. For Palestinian writers, then, the act of writing is itself 
an act of resistance, a way of reclaiming what Edward Said calls “the permission to narrate” 
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(Said 1984): the right to tell one’s own story in a world that has spent considerable energy trying 
to tell it otherwise, or to erase it entirely. 
 
Susan Muaddi Darraj has worked within this tradition since her debut. Her first collection, The 
Inheritance of Exile (2007), traced the lives of Palestinian women across South Philadelphia 
with a precision that resisted available stereotypes. She later created Farah Rocks, a children’s 
book series featuring the first Palestinian American protagonist in mainstream American 
children’s literature, a detail that says something important about the gap she has spent years 
trying to fill. Behind You Is the Sea (2024) is her fullest fictional account of the Palestinian 
diaspora in Baltimore. It is a cycle of nine interconnected stories tracing three Palestinian 
American families, the working-class Baladis and Salamehs and the wealthier Ammars, through 
the everyday textures of immigrant life: a paralyzed mother at a Wolfe Street window, an 
estranged son escorting his father’s body across a border, a teenager refusing to play Princess 
Jasmine, and a middle-aged divorcée placing her father’s olive-pit prayer beads back in his 
hand. Although each story can be read on its own, together they form a single argument about 
what displacement actually costs. Within Muaddi Darraj’s oeuvre, the novel represents the most 
expansive synthesis of her recurring concerns: gender, generation, working-class precarity, and 
the slow erosion of memory in a single multi-voiced text. I selected it both because of its 
contemporary relevance and because of its refusal either to romanticize or to pathologize the 
diaspora it depicts. 
 
The catastrophe at the heart of this novel is the 1948 Nakba (Arabic for “catastrophe”), which 
refers to the forced displacement and expulsion of Palestinians from their homelands. While 
1948 represents the “War of Independence” for Israelis, it left countless of the defeated with a 
trauma that does not function as a static historical memory but as an active, unfolding reality. 
Darraj’s novel is set seventy-five years later, in Baltimore, but the Nakba runs underneath every 
household in the book: in the patriarchs who refuse to redecorate, in the silences that fill the 
kitchens, in the bodies that no longer remember why they ache, and in the children who must 
answer for a homeland they have never seen. The novel’s stakes lie precisely in this temporal 
continuity. It asks what trauma looks like when there is no “post” available, when the 
catastrophe is still unfolding decades after the founding event. 
 
This paper asks three related questions about Behind You Is the Sea. First, how is cultural 
identity negotiated between America and Palestine for second-generation characters who 
occupy what Homi K. Bhabha (1994) calls the “Third Space”? Second, how does the second 
generation construct a hybrid sense of self through postmemory, when direct testimony is 
unavailable? And third, how is postmemory itself transmitted in the contemporary diaspora 
through physical “testimonial objects” (Hirsch 2012, 24), and through the increasingly 
important role of digital witness, where viral videos and hashtags substitute for the lost 
geographic homeland? In what follows, I argue that the second generation cannot inherit 
Palestine through any single channel. Instead, they piece together what Salman Rushdie (1991) 
calls an “imaginary homeland” out of fragments (stories, objects, screens), and this imagined 
Palestine, however fragile, becomes the only homeland that an actual physical return cannot 
demolish. 
 
Two of the terms in the title organize this argument. The phrase “children of the idea” echoes 
Mourid Barghouti’s description of a generation that knows Palestine “only as an idea” 
(Barghouti 2000, 62) and Victoria Mason’s reading of the second exilic generation as the 
children of the “idea of Palestine” (Mason 2007). It names the specific predicament of the 
second generation in this novel: they inherit a homeland they have never seen, and must build 
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it as an idea rather than retrieve it as a place. “Digital witness” names the second pillar of the 
argument, that visual media and viral hashtags now perform the work that material testimonial 
objects performed in earlier diasporic literatures, and that this digital channel must be added to 
Hirsch’s account of postmemory if it is to remain useful for a generation whose primary access 
to the homeland is mediated through smartphones rather than through inherited heirlooms 
alone. The third pillar, the reality of return, names the limit case where the imagined homeland 
meets the occupied land. Read together, these three pillars allow this paper to test the joint 
adequacy of postmemory and the Third Space for Palestinian American second-generation 
fiction, an application that, despite the wide use of both concepts, remains underdeveloped, and 
that must be tested against the specific condition that, for Palestinians, the past has not yet 
passed. 
 
The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows. Section 1 sets out the theoretical framework, 
situating Hirsch’s postmemory within the decolonial turn and addressing the relation between 
the shared cultural inheritance described by Stuart Hall and the hybrid “Third Space” described 
by Bhabha. Section 2 examines how second-generation characters in the novel negotiate 
cultural identity between America and Palestine through the friction of the Third Space. Section 
3 analyzes how postmemory is transmitted, both through physical testimonial objects and 
through digital witness. Section 4 deconstructs the imagined homeland by analyzing the 
estrangement of return, and demonstrates how the second generation’s inherited memory 
collides with the occupied geographic reality of contemporary Palestine. A brief conclusion 
synthesizes the argument. 
 
 
1. Postmemory and the decolonial turn 
 
For the children of immigrants and refugees, the second-hand experiences of a parent’s 
catastrophe (the whispered stories of a lost homeland, the preserved domestic objects, and the 
unarticulated silences in the living room) saturate their upbringing. As Marianne Hirsch puts it, 
these fragments of the past are “transmitted to them so deeply and affectively as to seem to 
constitute memories in their own right” (Hirsch 2012, 5). Hirsch coins postmemory to describe 
this relationship: “‘Postmemory’ describes the relationship that the ‘generation after’ bears to 
the personal, collective, and cultural trauma of those who came before—to experiences they 
‘remember’ only by means of the stories, images, and behaviors among which they grew up” 
(5). Postmemory is therefore not identical to the survivor’s own memory; it is defined by a 
“generational remove” (5) in which the child feels the pain on behalf of the parent, even long 
after the event has occurred. 
 
Hirsch’s model, however, is calibrated to the Holocaust, which she treats as a singular and 
chronologically bounded catastrophe. Applying it to Palestinians without correction risks 
treating the Nakba as an event safely sealed in the past. Scholars across the humanities have 
grouped this kind of corrective work under what Walter Mignolo (2011) and Nelson 
Maldonado-Torres (2007) call the decolonial turn: a methodological commitment to displacing 
knowledge produced under conditions of coloniality from its claim to universality and reading 
it against the testimony of those it has historically excluded. Applied to trauma studies, the 
decolonial turn rejects the singular-event model of catastrophe, foregrounds ongoing structural 
and colonial violence, and centers the self-narration of the colonized over the diagnostic 
categories of the West. Stef Craps’s intervention is exemplary here: he argues that traditional 
trauma theory operates with a model “according to which trauma results from a single, 
extraordinary, catastrophic event” (Craps et al. 2015, 907), and that this model is “inadequate 
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for the postcolonial experience” (911) because it cannot register insidious trauma or slow 
violence. Rosemary Sayigh sharpens the point by criticizing the exclusion of the Palestinian 
Nakba from the established “trauma genre,” noting that this exclusion ignores “a continuing 
state of rightlessness, with all the varieties of abuse and violence that rightlessness exposes 
people to” (Sayigh 2013, 56). 
 
What this means for the present paper is that the Palestinian condition forces an adjustment to 
Hirsch’s model rather than its abandonment. Ahmad H. Sa’di and Lila Abu-Lughod argue that 
for Palestinians, “the past is neither distant nor over… the Nakba is not over yet” (Sa’di and 
Abu-Lughod 2007, 10). Palestinian psychiatrist Samah Jabr captures the same insight when she 
observes that, for Palestinians, “[t]here is no ‘post’ because the trauma is repetitive and ongoing 
and continuous” (Jabr 2019). Joseph Farag (2017, 18) describes the Nakba as “a process of 
denial that continues to this day,” while Haim Bresheeth (2007, 161) calls it “a continuity of 
pain and trauma, reaching from the past into the heart of the present.” Even Hirsch herself 
acknowledges that the Holocaust “can no longer serve simply as a conceptual limit case” 
(Hirsch 2012, 18) and that memory studies must adapt to ongoing sites of historical trauma, 
including “the Israeli/Palestinian conflict.” This paper, therefore, retains the architecture of 
Hirsch’s postmemory (the generational remove, the testimonial object, the act of transfer) while 
abandoning its assumption of an event safely past. Postmemory remains useful for naming the 
precise mechanism of intergenerational transmission, even as the decolonial correction reminds 
us that what is being transmitted in the Palestinian case is not closed history but an open wound. 
As Tom Brocket points out, the hybridity of second-generation Arab Americans cannot be 
analyzed in a vacuum, but must be examined in light of the racial and class marginalization in 
the United States that enforces a “‘bright boundary’” separating “‘an inner-familial-communal 
Arab domain and an external-political-public American domain’” (Brocket 2020, 147). 
 
The reciprocal condition of this transmission is that identity, too, becomes plural. Stuart Hall 
(1990) gives a useful framework for naming this plurality. He distinguishes two registers of 
cultural identity that coexist in tension. The first defines cultural identity as a shared culture 
rooted in common historical experiences, providing displaced communities with “stable, 
unchanging and continuous frames of reference and meaning” (Hall 1990, 223). The second 
register holds that cultural identity is also a matter of “‘becoming’ as well as of ‘being’” and is 
subject to the “continuous ‘play’ of history, culture and power” (225). The two registers are not 
rival models; they describe different functions of cultural identity at the same time. The first 
explains what binds the diaspora together as one people across exile, the cohesive force that 
allows Reema, Marcus, Layla, and Samira to recognize each other as Palestinian, even though 
most have never seen Palestine. The second explains how each individual lives that shared 
inheritance differently in America, in friction with assimilation, gender, class, and racialization. 
Bhabha’s “Third Space” sits inside this second register: it names the productive in-between 
where second-generation Palestinian Americans make a hybrid sense of identities they did not 
choose but cannot disavow, and where the inherited “roots” of Palestine and the lived “routes” 
of Baltimore are continuously negotiated. The shared cultural inheritance is therefore the 
ground from which the hybrid identity is constructed, not its opposite. The two are best 
understood as the static and dynamic faces of the same diasporic identity formation. 
 
Equally important to the present argument, the negotiation of identity for Palestinian Americans 
is not simply a natural phase of assimilation but a necessity for survival. Edward Said observes 
that Palestinians in the United States must reckon with “an almost total official American 
opposition to us as a people” (Said 1986, 133). This places the second generation in an 
existential limbo, as the country that offers them refuge is simultaneously contributing to the 
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denial of the existence of their homeland. Said elaborates that the raw facts of Palestinian 
dispossession “do not at all speak for themselves, but require a socially acceptable narrative to 
absorb, sustain and circulate them” (Said 1984, 34) in order to achieve historical legitimacy. To 
claim narrative space is therefore an act of defiance for a stateless community that is “frequently 
unable either to speak the ‘truth’ of our experience or to make it heard” (Said 1986, 6). Sama 
Alshaibi anchors this transmission in the unique Palestinian context. She identifies the “paradox 
of Palestinian refugee identity,” a tension where the attempt to bury historical trauma only 
heightens its haunting presence (Alshaibi 2006, 41). In line with Diane Allan’s (2007, 277) 
observation that traumatic transmission must be understood through “mundane—though no less 
devastating—everyday forms of suffering,” this paper anchors postmemory in immediate 
material struggle rather than in abstraction. The result is that the second generation’s 
postmemory is constructed around significant absences, which forces them to forge their 
respective “positioned belongings” (Brocket 2020) by claiming a middle ground between 
heritage and assimilation. 
 
 
2. Negotiating cultural identity: between America and Palestine 
 
Cultural identity does not come as a neatly packaged inheritance for second-generation 
Palestinian Americans. Instead, it is a volatile negotiation between their ancestral roots and the 
realities of their American surroundings. Through the transgenerational transfer of trauma, the 
children of the diaspora find themselves occupying the liminal Third Space established above. 
To expand on this concept of liminality, scholar Stephanie L. Young, drawing on the work of 
Victor Turner, notes that this is a place that is “neither here nor there” and “betwixt and 
between” (Young 2009, 141), which forces individuals to exist outside the traditional 
boundaries that classify cultural space. Since the Palestinian diaspora children are denied a 
sovereign geographic state and severed from their parents’ past, this liminality defines their 
everyday existence. Indeed, they have to face this highly charged Third Space not just in private, 
but also across the public and professional spheres of their American lives, always trying to 
translate the unarticulated pain of who came before them into their own positioned belongings. 
Therefore, the attempt to reconcile the inherited trauma of the first generation with their own 
assimilation turns their cultural identity into a site of intense hybrid friction.  
 
In Behind You Is the Sea, Marcus Salameh captures the tension between assimilation and 
diasporic alienation within the public sphere. He enters and serves a quintessentially American 
institution of power by becoming a police officer. However, this outward “success” is marked 
by deep estrangement from his father, who harshly condemns his son’s career choice, seeing it 
as a betrayal of their people. The tension peaks during Marcus’s graduation from the police 
academy. Instead of expressing pride, his father verbally degrades him by calling him a dog 
(kelb in Arabic) and warns him that the American system will only exploit him. Marcus says, 
“‘You, ya kelb,’ he said to me when I graduated from the academy. ‘Don’t let them use you. 
You’re Arab, first and always.’ But see, Baba, that’s not what my birth certificate says, although 
I never said this to him out loud” (Darraj 2024, 23). That is why Marcus finds himself trapped 
in the Third Space as his work enforces the laws of a system that his marginalized community 
often views with suspicion. He becomes both an insider and an outsider, never fully at home in 
Baltimore or in Palestine. Thus, the father’s refusal to accept his American trajectory 
demonstrates how the first generation’s inherited trauma and patriarchal authority can become 
a suffocating weight on the second generation’s attempts to build a life in exile.  
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This alienation, however, is not just bound to societal conflicts. Susan Muaddi Darraj illustrates 
how the fracture of exile is encoded into the very psychology and language of the second 
generation. Certainly, this disconnection is internalized linguistically for Reema Baladi. Reema 
reflects on the Arabic alphabet that her father taught her. She notes:  
 

He spent a long time teaching me how to read and write, how to connect 
the letters together because Arabic is not printed. The letters mostly 
slide into each other. Except for some letters—some letters, like ra, alif, 
and others—are complex because they don’t want to be connected. 
They’d rather cut a word in half than reach out and link to the next letter. 
My name is like that—the first letter is ra, and it’s separate from every 
other letter in my name. Sometimes, when Baba would make me write 
it over and over, I imagined that the ra was standing on an island, cast 
away from the other letters, watching as they sailed away together. 
(Darraj 2024, 12) 

 
This metaphor encodes exile directly into her identity. Just like the letters of her name, Reema 
perceives herself as isolated, inherently resistant to connection, and severed from her 
surroundings. The trauma and isolation she inherits eventually culminate as she watches her 
father slowly succumb to his illness. As he fades, Reema realizes that her parents have been 
entirely consumed by their displacement. Yet, rather than surrendering to this void, she 
observes, “when you’re like us, you purge nothing. You recycle or repurpose every damn 
thing… watching my father die before he ever really lived, all I can think about is how I’m 
going to use these feelings I’m having now” (Darraj 2024, 15). Therefore, his unfulfilled 
immigrant existence becomes the tragic inheritance Reema is left to decipher alone. 
Nevertheless, she chooses to “repurpose” her inherited pain and that is how she transforms the 
paralyzing alienation of the first generation into her own independent, survival-driven identity.  
 
This active repurposing of trauma is most evidently realized in Reema’s decision to name her 
newborn son after her deceased father, Jibril. In doing so, she engages in what Marianne Hirsch 
describes as intergenerational “acts of transfer,” which “not only transform history into 
memory, but enable memories to be shared across individuals and generations” (Hirsch 2012, 
31). When she tells the name to her boyfriend, Torrey, she explains that “‘[i]t’s Arabic for 
Gabriel.’ I write it out for him in Arabic, and I show him how the ra in the middle of the word 
doesn’t get connected to the other letters. ‘Like my name. His name is like my name that way’” 
(Darraj 2024, 16). This explicitly mirrors the linguistic isolation she feels within her own name. 
However, she does not allow this disconnection to act as a permanent split; instead, she 
transforms the name into a living memorial. Additionally, the act of bestowing her father’s 
name upon her American-born child ensures that his unfulfilled immigrant history and cultural 
identity survive in exile. Therefore, through this act of postmemory, Reema reactivates her 
father’s legacy and effectively forges a tangible familial connection out of the very letters that 
once symbolized her alienation and fragmentation.  
 
Other second-generation characters experience this “Third Space” in highly public and 
quintessentially American environments. The intense hybrid friction between Arab traditions 
and American social norms creates a constant state of internal conflict, as seen with Layla 
Marwan, Hiba Ammar’s cousin, in the sixth story, “Gyroscopes.” Layla is someone who easily 
gets anxious about social spaces and constantly feels the everyday tensions of visibility and 
belonging as an Arab American teenager. At school, she watches “the varsity cheerleaders, in 
their tiny skirts, follow with a routine that is so haram [forbidden] it almost makes me blush” 
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(Darraj 2024, 78). Indeed, watching these cheerleaders at the pep rally makes her feel both 
disgust and longing. “‘I guess she’s trying to twerk,’ Hiba scoffs. ‘She needs help,’ I reply, but 
inside, I marvel at her. I get uncomfortable when people look at me for any reason, good or bad 
… I can’t even imagine getting on a court in front of the whole high school and shaking my ass 
like that. It’s crazy, but at the same time, I wish I had the guts to do it” (79). Hence, she is torn 
between the cultural expectations she was raised to abide by and her desire to express herself 
and come out as more than just a regular Arab girl, whom everyone at her school assumes they 
know based on stereotypes. To survive this friction, Layla must act like the titular gyroscope. 
A gyroscope is a device that uses a spinning wheel or disc to detect and maintain orientation 
and angular velocity. In this story, it suggests a metaphor for the struggle to find a balance in 
the diaspora, and despite all trials, “it looks like it should be falling over, but it’s not… like it’s 
defying gravity” (82). In this way, much like Marcus and Reema, Layla manages to “defy 
gravity” within this liminal reality, and rather than letting the heavy burden of her dual exile 
drag her down, she actively creates her own sense of belonging and claims an identity entirely 
on her own terms.  
 
This internal friction is further complicated when Layla is forced to confront American 
Orientalism and stereotyping directly. When the high school drama club decides to put on a 
production of Aladdin, Layla immediately protests the play. She delivers a “little speech” to her 
teacher, “[a]bout the lyrics to the original opening song and how they painted Arabs in a bad 
way, and how it fed into the stereotypes that already exist about us” (Darraj 2024, 83). The 
pressure of these stereotypes reaches a climax when a classmate suggests she try out for the 
role of Princess Jasmine because she looks “authentic.” Here, Layla confronts the exact 
phenomenon Edward Said articulates in Orientalism regarding “how readily ‘the Arab’ seems 
to accommodate the transformations and reductions—all of a simply tendentious kind—into 
which he is continually being forced” (Said 1977, 285). This means that the Arab is denied 
individuality and is instead flattened into an “accepted caricature” (285). Furthermore, Layla 
flawlessly illustrates Nadine Naber’s analysis of Arab American “invisibility.” Naber argues 
that while Arab Americans are often rendered structurally invisible within the U.S. racial 
classification system, they are simultaneously forced into paradoxical hyper-visibility through 
popular media that homogenizes their diverse community into one singular, monolithic “Arab-
Middle Eastern-Muslim” caricature (Naber 2000, 44). Indeed, Naber explicitly identifies the 
production of Aladdin as part of this neocolonial media apparatus, which is designed to assert 
white American superiority by casting Arabs as the generic, backward Other (44). Thus, when 
her peers ask her to play Princess Jasmine, they are essentially asking her to embody this 
caricature. Consequently, Layla experiences a form of blocked assimilation: her integration into 
the American high school space is prohibited unless she agrees to perform as this Orientalist 
caricature. However, Layla refuses to accommodate this reduction or to be treated as a token 
Arab. She rejects the role by arguing, “It doesn’t make sense, because she’s a cartoon” (Darraj 
2024, 87). This way, Layla actively negotiates her cultural identity between America and 
Palestine, the same way she refuses to let her Palestinian heritage be consumed as a two-
dimensional American stereotype, thereby transforming her racialized visibility into a powerful 
act of resistance.  
 
In essence, to survive this blocked assimilation, the second generation must negotiate their 
identity rather than passively accepting their marginalization. Anthropologist James Clifford 
uses the conceptual interplay between “roots” and “routes” to define the diasporic identity. 
Clifford argues that diaspora cultures “mediate, in a lived tension, the experiences of separation 
and entanglement, of living here and remembering/desiring another place” (Clifford 1997, 255). 
In the Palestinian context, Mai Serhan examines the “intersection of the ‘roots’ and ‘routes’” 
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for the second generation. Some characters who have never lived or even been to Palestine, 
such as Reema and Layla, embody Serhan’s observation that the homeland remains “the 
unknown in their gene pool, a blind spot in a rearview mirror, a place they cannot see, but could 
still sense. Palestine to those Palestinians is an idea, as obscure as the moon” (Serhan 2023, 54). 
However, Serhan asserts that “although the routes the narrators took to and through the United 
States are different, the root, the origin story, and the inherited trauma are the same” (59). 
Therefore, these characters must take these inherited roots and translate them into their own 
forward-moving American routes. In doing so, they fully actualize the “positioned belongings” 
necessary for their survival. As Tom Brocket observes, claiming a positioned belonging allows 
the second generation to ensure that the “tensions between diaspora, transnationalism, 
assimilation, and racialization… are thus reflexively reconciled” (Brocket 2020, 148). This 
allows them to accept that they grew up far from the homeland “without compromising their 
authenticity as Palestinians” (148). Therefore, they claim a middle ground and refuse to be 
forced into choosing between being completely American or completely Palestinian. In the end, 
much like Marcus and Reema, Layla manages to “defy gravity” in the diaspora, and rather than 
letting the heavy burden of her dual exile drag her down, she uses these intersecting routes to 
create her own sense of belonging.  
 
Crucially, to keep this new sense of belonging alive, they need tangible reminders. Since they 
built their lives outside of Palestine, these characters use the everyday objects around them to 
hold onto their past. Instead of relying on a country, they protect their heritage through material 
artifacts and modern digital networks.  
 
 
3. Transmitting trauma: testimonial objects and digital witness 
 
To understand how the trauma of the homeland is transmitted to the second generation, 
particularly when direct storytelling fails, Marianne Hirsch’s “postmemory” is indispensable. 
Hirsch argues that the children of exiles belong to a “hinge generation” that receives the trauma 
of their parents “so deeply and affectively as to seem to constitute memories in their own right”  
(Hirsch 2012, 5). Because this postgeneration did not physically live through the initial 
catastrophe of displacement, their connection to the past cannot rely on literal, direct recall. 
Instead, as Hirsch notes, postmemory is mediated through “imaginative investment, projection, 
and creation” (5). Crucially, this transmission occurs not only through spoken narratives but 
also through the physical environment. As Hirsch notes, the postgeneration inherits “not only 
stories and images from the past, but also our bodily and affective relationship to the object 
world we inhabit” (24). In the diaspora, everyday domestic items cease to be mere belongings 
and instead serve as “testimonial objects” (24). These items absorb the unarticulated grief of 
the first generation and bridge the generational gap. When they interact with these objects, the 
second generation engages in intergenerational “acts of transfer” (31) that carry the silent 
weight of history into the American present.  
 
However, within the Palestinian diaspora, the inheritance of memory and material culture 
transcends psychological attachment. It functions as a form of political resistance. Ahmad H. 
Sa’di and Lila Abu-Lughod argue that, because Palestinian memory is produced under the 
constant threat of colonial erasure, their intergenerational remembering functions as a “dissident 
memory” and “counter-memory” (Sa’di and Abu-Lughod 2007, 6). In this context, postmemory 
is realized through what Farah Aboubakr describes as the efforts of older generations to 
“maintain the passing on of past events and unconsciously the pains of trauma to coming 
generations and to encourage the continuum of shared values, experiences and memories” 
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(Aboubakr 2019, 38). To ensure this continuum survives what Dima Saad terms “the labyrinths 
of forced displacement” (Saad 2019, 60), the diaspora deliberately mobilizes the material world 
to anchor its displaced identity. Saad argues that for those in exile, everyday belongings are not 
merely sentimental keepsakes, but they become “transgenerationally inalienable” objects that 
serve as “vessels of transgenerational transmission” (60). Thus, these items reconstruct the lost 
homeland, which allows the diaspora to anchor their everyday practices of remembering against 
the material backdrop of an unhomely present. Susan Slyomovics similarly asserts that by 
“creating and documenting material culture” (Slyomovics 2007, 38), the diaspora anchors its 
history in physical artifacts. This ensures that the “interactions between creators and human-
shaped material” allow Palestinians to “regain the status of historical subjects” (38). Therefore, 
within the Palestinian diaspora, Hirsch’s “testimonial objects” are elevated into instruments of 
sumud (steadfastness), which allows the second generation to physically inherit their culture 
and defy the erasure of their history.  
 
In Behind You Is the Sea, Susan Muaddi Darraj illustrates this decolonized, material 
transmission of postmemory through the character of Samira Awadah, in the eighth story, 
“Worry Beads.” Samira is introduced as a successful, forty-year-old attorney, specializing in 
Education Advocacy, who has seemingly mastered assimilation. She achieves the material 
health of the American Dream while also existing as a marginalized, “banished daughter” 
within her own family after her mom kicked her out due to her divorce. Moreover, Samira’s 
connection to her Palestinian heritage is further threatened as her father, whom she lovingly 
refers to as “baba,” succumbs to severe dementia and is placed in a nursing home; thus, his 
fading mind tragically cuts short any possibility of a coherent oral history. In the absence of his 
voice, his masbaha (worry beads) steps into the act as a powerful testimonial object. The beads 
themselves are deeply tied to Palestinian heritage and culture, and they are “his oldest strand of 
beads, the rosary he treasured because his own father had made it by hand, carving the beads 
out of olive pits” (Darraj 2024, 107). Because they were carved by the grandfather, they 
represent the ancestral homeland and were likely brought over from Palestine during the 
family’s displacement. Furthermore, in Palestinian culture, the olive trees represent a symbol 
of rootedness, survival, and sumud (steadfastness). Thus, Baba’s masbaha is not only an item 
he uses daily, but also a tangible, enduring piece of the homeland. For Baba, this physical item 
anchors his fading consciousness amidst his dementia, as he obsessively worries the beads with 
his trembling fingers. However, for Samira, it offers her a physical connection to a past she 
never lived through. Here, the trauma and memory of Palestine are transmitted through the 
physical touch of the olive pits. Rather than passively witnessing her father’s cognitive decline, 
Samira executes an act of transfer. When she discovers the masbaha neglected and “buried in 
his utensil drawer” (Darraj 2024, 129), she immediately retrieves it and hands “the rosary gently 
to him” (129). Thus, she translates the unspoken shock of the Palestinian past into a tangible 
reality in the American present, and by placing the olive pits back into his hands, she inherits 
her family’s history through material presence rather than through words.   
 
Susan Muaddi Darraj also shows how postmemory works in the contemporary world, where 
the physical links to the homeland are often out of reach. For the modern Palestinian diaspora, 
the transmission of collective memory has been increasingly migrating into the digital sphere. 
Marianne Hirsch notes that postmemory is reliant on visual media, as images can force 
descendants to bear witness to the violent ruptures of the past. However, within the Palestinian 
context, visual culture is not merely a psychological confrontation, but a deliberate reclamation 
of historical presence. Edward Said notes that because Palestinians “do not usually control the 
images that represent us” (Said 1986, 6), visual representation becomes a crucial space to assert 
that “we too are looking, we too are scrutinizing… We are more than someone's object” (166). 
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As Lena Jayyusi points out, documenting daily life through cameras and video turns the simple 
act of “bearing witness” into a powerful way to reclaim their voice and agency (Jayyusi 2007, 
127). Returning to Sama Alshaibi’s analysis of the Palestinian diaspora, she explains that videos 
and photos act as a “vessel for aspects of the diaspora's collected memories and narratives of 
loss” (Alshaibi 2006, 40). She also argues that these images turn personal grief into a collective 
testament. Therefore, for a younger generation separated from their homeland, the digital screen 
acts as a modern “testimonial object” of digital witness. It erases the distance between America 
and Palestine and allows them to connect with the trauma through their phones.  
 
This digital connection is evident in Rania Mahfouz’s intense reaction to the viral 
#Justice4Rasha video. Rasha’s murder, the central event of the novel’s fourth story, “The 
Hashtag,” is a devastating consequence of patriarchal silencing within the Palestinian 
community. What matters for the present argument is the medium through which Rania actually 
witnesses this trauma. Rania’s daily life as an Arab American mother is so entwined with the 
internet, as she relies heavily on her smartphone and social media platforms like Twitter and 
Facebook to manage her job and communicate with autism advocacy groups for her son. It is 
through this digital presence that the trauma of the homeland violently intrudes upon her 
comfortable American reality, as she repeatedly glimpses the trending hashtag  #Justice4Rasha 
on her feeds. This digital distress leads her to an anonymous local blogger known as 
“Palestinian Athena,” who exposes the horrific truth that Rasha did not die in an accidental fall 
as they claim, but was brutally murdered by her own family to cover up her rape. To prove 
these claims, Athena’s blog links directly to a leaked smartphone video, forcing Rania to watch 
the unedited terror unfolding thousands of miles away:  
 

The woman who lived across the courtyard had shot a sixty-four-second 
film of Rasha being dragged out of a car on the street and into the house 
by two of her brothers. She was screaming until one hand clamped over 
her mouth, and then the door shut. A blurred face appeared in the 
window, a man who reached up with both hands to pull the curtains 
together. Another scream could be heard until it was abruptly muffled. 
(Darraj 2024, 55) 

 
Thus, as she watches the brothers drag Rasha and listens to her screams, the digital screen 
replaces the physical object as a link to her heritage. The hashtag demands what Hirsch calls 
“reparative looking.” This means that when Rania bears witness to the video, she is forced to 
truly see and feel her people’s suffering. The digital image takes the unspoken grief of older 
generations and turns it into an immediate shock for the youth.  
 
Just like the olive-pit masbaha rooted Samira’s identity, the digital video roots Rania’s. It 
transforms her from a passive consumer of social media into a witness to her people’s struggles. 
Together, both Baba’s beads and the digital video show how the Palestinian diaspora adapts to 
survive, whether through the physical touch or the pixels of a smartphone screen. Furthermore, 
the second generation uses these testimonial objects to build an “imagined homeland” entirely 
from afar.  
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4. The imagined homeland and the reality of return 
 
For the characters in Behind You Is the Sea, the lost territory in 1948 has transformed into an 
abstract concept. As Palestinian poet Mourid Barghouti observes in his autobiographical 
memoir I Saw Ramallah, ongoing displacement has turned the diaspora into “children of the 
idea of Palestine” (Barghouti 2000, 62). In his work, he reflects on his own decades in exile and 
his son’s upbringing in Cairo. Barghouti notes that the long occupation has produced a youth 
who only know their country through inherited stories and news, thereby making this 
conceptual space an anchor for their identity formation. To echo this sentiment, Mai Serhan 
observes that “Palestine to those Palestinians is an idea, as obscure as the moon” (Serhan 2023, 
54). That is to say that the second generation uses the fragments of parental stories, silent 
trauma, tangible objects, and digital broadcasts to build what Salman Rushdie famously terms 
“imaginary homelands, indias of the mind” (Rushdie 1991, 10). Writing about his own 
displacement, Rushdie explains that because physical alienation prevents migrants from 
reclaiming exactly what was lost, they are forced to invent invisible and fictional versions of 
their native cities. In the context of the Palestinian diaspora, Victoria Mason argues that for 
generations born in exile, the homeland forms an intrinsic part of their identity through inherited 
“acts of memory” and mnemonic links. In her research on the “second exilic generation,” 
Mason emphasizes that because these youths lack firsthand experience of the land, they rely on 
the daily practices of remembering to bridge the geographical difference. This psychological 
reconstruction is crucial for diasporic self-definition, as Palestinian American author Fawaz 
Turki asserts. As he reflects on his journey from a refugee camp in Lebanon to the United States, 
he maintains that the dramatic historical events of his people belong to an invisible part of his 
existence, whether he was present for them or not. Without these inherited connections to the 
homeland’s history, he concludes, the “geography of [the] soul, would stand empty” (Turki 
1977, 67). In other words, to survive the alienation of living in America, the second generation 
must cultivate this rich, internal landscape, and if they were to abandon the “idea” of Palestine, 
they would be left with a serious existential void.  
 
This imagined version of Palestine is held together by a core political and emotional demand 
for al-awdah (the Right of Return). Legally rooted in the 1948 United Nations General 
Assembly Resolution 194, this right historically represents the international demand for 
Palestinian repatriation and compensation. Specifically, paragraph 11 of the resolution dictates 
that “refugees wishing to return to their homes and live at peace with their neighbours should 
be permitted to do so at the earliest practicable date” (Quigley 1998, 183). This legal mandate 
formally establishes that the international community recognizes the refugees’ absolute 
entitlement to physically reclaim their stolen space or receive fair compensation.  
 
However, in the diasporic consciousness, the concept transcends contractual legalities. As 
Palestinian historian Rashid Khalidi observes, “the question of ‘return’ is perceived by 
Palestinians as a moral issue, one of rights in the abstract, rather than one of a specific set of 
rights in the contractual sense” (Khalidi 1992, 31). He further argues that acknowledging this 
right represents “an acceptance in principle of the fact that the Palestinians are a people with 
national rights, among them the natural right to live in their ancestral homeland, and that a 
wrong was done to them” (31). This perspective shows that for the diaspora, returning is not 
just about moving back, but it is a moral necessity that forces the international community to 
admit the traumas of the past and respect Palestinian survival as a people. Thus, the diaspora 
clings fiercely to this demand. Fawaz Turki asserts, “To reject the Return is to rip up the tree 
on which his history and raison d'être grow,” which leads him to famously declare, “I want to 
return, therefore I am” (Turki 1977, 68). Turki’s declaration reveals that abandoning the dream 
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of repatriation would mean entirely surrendering their national identity and accepting their own 
erasure. Yet, for those born and raised in the West, this political demand necessarily takes on a 
more abstract and metaphorical dimension. In this regard, sociologists Smita Tewari Jassal and 
Eyal Ben-Ari observe that “return has become increasingly abstract, and placed in a distant 
tomorrow” (Jassal and Ben-Ari 2006, 2219). This observation indicates that as time passes in 
exile, the youth no longer view repatriation as an immediate plan to pack their bags and relocate 
back to Palestine. Instead, the demand becomes a crucial plea for historical validation. For the 
diaspora, holding onto the dream of returning acts as an emotional survival tool to help them 
deal with the pain of losing their homeland. For the postmemory generation, keeping this 
political demand abstract serves to protect the idealized image of the homeland they have built 
in exile. However, this protective abstraction makes actual travel to the region very 
destabilizing. 
 
In her chapter, “Return to Half-Ruins: Memory, Postmemory, and Living History in Palestine,” 
Lila Abu-Lughod examines the complexities of this journey. She reflects on her own father’s 
‘awda (return) to Jaffa and the occupied territories, and she uses his experience to analyze how 
the second generation inherits the trauma of displacement. She also discusses how diasporic 
descendants carry the heavy, nostalgic memories of their parents. Yet, the actual travel journey 
forcefully shatters these illusions, which makes the returning youths confront an unfamiliar and 
hostile reality. Consequently, she argues that scholars must adapt traditional trauma theories to 
fit the Palestinian context. While Hirsch’s postmemory describes parental memories of events 
that have passed and that the world has denounced, the Palestinian case is different: as the 
daughter of someone who lived through the Nakba, Abu-Lughod learned from her father’s 
return that for Palestinians both memory and postmemory have, in her words, “a special valence 
because the past has not yet passed” (Abu-Lughod 2007, 79). 
 
Therefore, when the diaspora youth travel to the homeland, they do not just encounter the silent 
ghosts of their parents’ past; rather, their inherited postmemory violently collides with the 
material reality, such as military checkpoints, demolished homes, and the separation wall in 
Jerusalem (al-jidar). The return, then, does not offer a restorative homecoming but rather 
amplifies their exilic trauma by proving that the pristine homeland of their parents’ memories 
no longer exists.  
 
In Behind You Is the Sea, Marcus Salameh confronts this devastating collision between 
inherited illusion and the harsh reality when he journeys to the West Bank to bury his father. In 
the ninth and concluding story, “Escorting the Body,” this theoretical clash materializes the 
moment Marcus lands at Ben Gurion Airport and faces the systemic hostility of the border. 
Rather than experiencing a welcoming homecoming, Marcus is detained for over ten hours by 
armed guards, which is an exhausting bureaucratic ordeal he likens to “dealing with an angry, 
suspicious girlfriend” (Darraj 2024, 136). He was tormented by the paperwork and the guard 
“flapping some papers in his face” (137). A young soldier cruelly taunts him by withholding 
his father’s body, then he declares with a smirk, “We haf a problem. You cannot bring your 
fahzir to Israel,” and “[t]hey summoned him a few more times, only to tell him to wait again. 
Over and over. After four more hours, he insisted that he be able to check on the body, to make 
sure it was being kept cool” (138). This exhausting wait at the border and checkpoint experience 
immediately shatters any romanticized vision of a peaceful return, which forces Marcus to 
realize that his homeland is actually controlled by an armed system built specifically to frustrate 
him and push him away. Indeed, Marcus was worried “not about himself, but about Baba, about 
the body decomposing in a warm room. It had been six days since he died” (138).  
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Furthermore, once Marcus finally crosses the border, he discovers that the alienation he 
experiences is not only military, but also cultural and linguistic. He subconsciously expects to 
find a place where he will finally belong. Instead, as Arabic fills the streets around him for the 
first time, he experiences a strange sense of being foreign. Despite his Palestinian roots, Marcus 
faces another harsh realization: he does not fit in with actual Palestinians either. Because his 
idea of Palestine is based entirely on his father’s old memories, his Arabic is stuck in the past. 
When he speaks, his driver, Abu Sharif, chuckles and tells him, “You talk like my grandfather” 
(Darraj 2024, 139). This language barrier is a constant reminder of his American upbringing, 
especially that “[h]e’d only spoken to his parents. His older relatives. He couldn’t read a single 
word, even though he could scribble his name by memorizing the curves and the slopes, how 
to round out the last letter, sin, like a hug” (139), yet he cannot even read his own name carved 
into the family tombstone. Thus, this culture shock shows Marcus that traveling to the homeland 
cannot magically fix his identity. Because the local people and language only emphasize his 
American reality, he realizes he must leave his father’s illusions behind and figure out who he 
is back in Baltimore. Altogether, Marcus’s journey to Palestine characterizes his reaction to the 
family and community pressure placed on him since childhood, specifically the moral duty to 
fulfill his father’s will to be buried back home. Furthermore, this quintessential story 
symbolizes the broader Palestinian return journey.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
In Behind You Is the Sea, the second-generation experience of the Palestinian diaspora cannot 
be reduced to a story of return. The novel, instead, makes visible the workings of 
transgenerational trauma in a context where the originating catastrophe has not yet ended. 
Marcus’s detention at Ben Gurion, Layla’s refusal to be reduced to Princess Jasmine, Reema’s 
repurposing of her father’s name, Samira’s reclamation of her father’s olive-pit masbaha, and 
Rania’s witness to the viral #Justice4Rasha video together demonstrate the three movements 
this paper has tracked. 
 
First, the negotiation of cultural identity in the Third Space is not a passing assimilation phase 
but a survival strategy. Hall’s two-level model of cultural identity clarifies why the shared 
cultural inheritance of being Palestinian is not in opposition to the second generation’s hybrid 
Americanness, but rather the ground on which that hybridity is built. The characters in this 
novel do not abandon the “shared culture” of their elders to construct a fluid Americanized self; 
they hold both registers in continuous, productive friction, and it is the friction itself, rather than 
the resolution, that produces the “positioned belongings” Brocket describes. 
 
Second, the transmission of postmemory in this novel happens through more than spoken 
stories. It happens through the physical inheritance of testimonial objects (Baba’s masbaha, the 
Arabic letters of Reema’s name) and through digital witness: the leaked smartphone video that 
breaches Rania’s American living room from thousands of miles away, the hashtag that 
demands “reparative looking,” and the visual culture that Said and Jayyusi describe as a 
reclamation of Palestinian historical presence. The decolonial correction matters here. Applied 
without adjustment, Hirsch’s model would treat these transmissions as the lingering echo of a 
closed event. Read alongside Sa’di, Abu-Lughod, Sayigh, and Craps, they instead register as 
the active, ongoing extension of a catastrophe still in progress, which is precisely why 
postmemory in this novel cannot be cleanly separated from the present. 
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Third, the imagined homeland that the second generation builds from fragments of parental 
stories, silent trauma, tangible objects, and digital broadcasts does not survive the test of 
physical return. Marcus’s encounter with the West Bank checkpoints, the language he cannot 
read on his father’s tombstone, and the soldier withholding the body all confirm Abu-Lughod’s 
insight that for Palestinians, the past has not yet passed. The point is not that the imagined 
homeland fails, but that physical return cannot replace it. Rather than closing the wound, return 
amplifies it; in doing so, it confirms why the imagined homeland matters. It is the version of 
Palestine that occupation cannot demolish because it was never built from stone. 
 
Read together, these three movements demonstrate why a rigid Western trauma model cannot 
adequately account for the inheritance carried by second-generation Palestinian Americans, and 
why a decolonized, postcolonial reading of postmemory is more faithful to the texture of what 
Behind You Is the Sea actually shows. Darraj’s “children of the idea” do not heal by returning, 
and they do not perish in exile. They survive by repurposing the inherited debt of displacement 
into positioned belongings, transforming silence into speech, masbaha beads into a touchable 
past, hashtags into testimony, and the Third Space itself into a livable home. The diasporic 
experience the novel maps is therefore not defined by return; it is sustained by the ongoing, 
often painful, labor of imagining a home from afar, and by the recognition that such labor is 
itself a Palestinian inheritance. 
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Abstract: This paper examines how White Noise demonstrates hyperreality through 
supermarkets, media, and pharmaceuticals. Drawing on the theories of Jean Baudrillard, Fredric 
Jameson, Mark Fisher, and Edward Casey, I argue that these spaces function as simulations that 
shape perception by masking existential anxiety in the postmodern consumer culture. The 
analysis progresses from external to internal forms of hyperreal spaces. The supermarket offers 
an illusion of order and abundance as a space of reassurance through consumption. Media 
produces a continuous flow of images that structures the mind while leading to emotional 
numbness. Pharmaceuticals, represented specifically through Dylar, operate at an internal level 
as a chemical solution to suppress the fear of death. These have one thing in common: they 
provide momentary comfort while failing to offer genuine solutions. I argue that these hyperreal 
spaces do not resolve existential anxiety but deepen it, revealing simulation as the defining 
condition of postmodern consumer culture. 
 
Keywords: hyperreality, consumerism, supermarkets, media, pharmaceuticals 
 
 
Introduction to Hyperreality and Consumer Culture in White Noise 
 
Don DeLillo’s White Noise, a defining postmodern novel first published in 1985, invites the 
reader into a hyperreal world in which the boundary between reality and simulation is blurred 
by technological advancement and hyperconsumption. The novel depicts an ordinary life in 
American society, mediated by the consumption of goods, media, and pharmaceuticals, 
particularly the fictional drug Dylar, which promises to cure the fear of death. In the postmodern 
condition, individuals lose authentic contact with each other and their surroundings, 
experiencing their world through signs and simulations that mask the absence of reality. White 
Noise examines hyperreal promises of consumerism in supermarkets, media, and 
pharmaceuticals as spaces where consumption is framed as a solution to existential anxiety 
while claiming to offer comfort and escape from mortality. 
 
This paper addresses the central question: how does White Noise portray hyperreal promises 
through supermarkets, media, and pharmaceuticals that, in fact, reveal the characters’ 
existential anxiety? It argues that consumption, whether of goods, media, or drugs, functions as 
a coping mechanism, providing only temporary comfort while masking deeper existential 
anxiety. Ultimately, the novel demonstrates that these hyperreal promises offer no true 
resolution; instead, they deepen existential dread through emotional numbness in a world where 
reality and simulation are entangled. 
 
The theoretical foundation of this study draws on four thinkers whose ideas intersect with 
DeLillo’s critique of postmodern consumer life. Jean Baudrillard’s concept of hyperreality and 
simulacra provides the central framework, explaining how simulation replaces reality in 
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postmodern culture and how the novel's consumer spaces function as staged environments that 
substitute signs for substance (Baudrillard 1994). Fredric Jameson’s understanding of 
postmodernism as the cultural logic of late capitalism introduces the concepts of depthlessness 
and the waning of affect, illuminating how repetitive consumer rituals erode emotional and 
historical depth (Jameson 1991). Mark Fisher’s notion of capitalist realism builds on Jameson's 
framework to explain why alternatives to consumption seem nearly unimaginable and how 
capitalism operates not merely as an economic system but as a cultural condition that structures 
everyday reality (Fisher 2009). Finally, Edward Casey's distinction between space and place 
clarifies the spatial dimension of the novel’s hyperreal environments: where places are 
grounded in memory, identity, and human attachment, the spaces are abstract and detached, 
lacking any authentic connection to lived experience (Casey 1997). In this context, 
supermarkets, screens, and pills operate as spaces constructed by DeLillo. 
 
Together, these frameworks map how White Noise depicts a society organized through 
simulation, where consumption becomes a form of psychological survival. While Baudrillard 
and Jameson serve as the established theoretical pillars of postmodern critique, the integration 
of Fisher and Casey offers a fresh perspective largely overlooked in existing scholarship on the 
novel. Fisher’s lens reveals why the characters cannot envision a life outside consumerist logic, 
while Casey’s spatial theory grounds the analysis in the specific environments DeLillo 
constructs. Notably, White Noise does not merely illustrate these conditions; it also parodies 
them. DeLillo’s consistent exaggeration of shopping rituals, media language, and 
pharmaceutical promises creates a critical distance that invites readers to recognize the 
comforting illusions that structure their own lives. 
 
This paper adopts an integrated approach to three hyperreal spaces that earlier studies have 
tended to treat separately. Surprisingly, the pharmaceutical element in the novel—the fictional 
drug Dylar—has received little critical attention despite its central role in the novel’s treatment 
of death anxiety. By reading supermarkets, media, and pharmaceuticals as interconnected and 
parallel hyperreal spaces, this study proposes a more cohesive reading of White Noise that traces 
how simulation operates across multiple layers of everyday life. Structurally, the analysis 
moves from external to internal: beginning with the supermarket as an external hyperreal space, 
progressing to media as a semi-external domestic presence, and arriving at Dylar as the most 
internalized form of simulation, operating not through images or commodities but through 
biochemical intervention in the body itself. In doing so, this paper offers a fresh contribution to 
understanding DeLillo’s work by filling a critical gap in existing interpretations. 
 
 
1. Theoretical Framework: Baudrillard, Jameson, Fisher, and Casey 
 
This section outlines the theoretical framework for analyzing White Noise by drawing on four 
thinkers whose ideas are linked to the novel’s engagement with postmodern cultural 
consumption. Jean Baudrillard’s notion of hyperreality and simulacra provides the central 
framework for understanding how reality is replaced by simulation in postmodern culture. 
Fredric Jameson’s understanding of the way time and space function in postmodern culture as 
the cultural logic of late capitalism clarifies how space can be thought of in postmodern culture 
in relation to cultural consumption. Mark Fisher’s notion of capitalist realism explains why 
consumerism appears unavoidable. Edward Casey’s differentiation between space and place 
clarifies how environments shape experience. Together, these frameworks map out the novel’s 
concerns with hyperreal spaces of the supermarket, media, and pharmaceuticals. 
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Jean Baudrillard (1994) argues that technological developments in late capitalist society have 
caused representations to replace reality, creating a hyperreal world. In his work Simulacra and 
Simulation, he argues that media, technology, and consumer culture create a system of signs in 
which the distinction between true and false disappears (1994, 1–2). Hyperreality does not solve 
problems; it replaces reality with comforting signs that mask them. Baudrillard's theory helps 
explain how the Gladney family inhabits the world around them as a staged space: television 
and the supermarket present a series of signs that claim to offer genuine experience. In this 
framework, the comfort of television’s background hum and Babette’s pills function as 
simulacra, appearing to resolve problems while masking the absence of anything real. The 
promise of emotional satisfaction is an illusion contained inside the system of simulation, 
masking the absence of real depth and resolution (1994, 12–13). In White Noise, the 
supermarket, with its perfectly neat rows, gives an illusion of control; the media numbs the 
viewers through a flow of images; meanwhile, Dylar symbolizes emotional disconnection 
masked as a cure. These are not solutions to fear but simulations that reinforce it (1994, 79). 
 
Fredric Jameson (1991) argues skeptically that postmodernism is characterized by 
depthlessness, pastiche, and an endless present in which historical sense is absent (1991, 6). He 
highlights that repetition and surface dominate contemporary consciousness and make 
alternatives difficult to imagine (1991, 5–6). Postmodern culture reduces the past to a series of 
simplified, repeatable images (1991, 4–5), and postmodern space is structured to deprive 
subjects of their sense of direction (1991, 44). This aligns with White Noise, where 
depthlessness is reflected in lives full of commodified possessions and activities that have no 
emotional depth. DeLillo’s presentation of the supermarket, with its shiny aisles and organized 
shelves offering thousands of product choices, is parallel to Jameson's idea of repetition and 
waning of affect (1991, 10): the countless choices might promise relief; however, characters 
feel hollow. In this sense, the novel illustrates Jameson’s theories by depicting characters who 
move through a series of comforting simulations: shopping, watching TV news, taking pills that 
carry no true meaning. “Postmodernism is what you have when the modernization process is 
complete, and nature is gone for good” (1991, 65). 
 
Mark Fisher's Capitalist Realism: Is There No Alternative? (2009) explains why it is difficult 
to resist consumption in postmodern culture. Fisher argues that capitalism has become so 
dominant that it is no longer perceived merely as an economic system but as the only possible 
form of social reality. As he famously puts it, “it is easier to imagine the end of the world than 
the end of capitalism” (2009, 2). Under capitalist realism, social anxieties are managed not 
through structural change but through mechanisms such as consumerism and psychological 
discourse. Capitalist culture thus normalizes overconsumption, media saturation, and 
technological mediation as ordinary parts of everyday life. Fisher’s theory helps explain 
hyperreal spaces presented in White Noise, such as supermarkets, media, and pharmaceuticals, 
where consumer practices appear natural and unquestioned. In the novel, the characters 
repeatedly participate in this consumerist cycle and are unable to imagine alternatives to 
consumption as solutions to their problems. The supermarket, for instance, with its endless 
commodities, offers temporary comfort while masking deeper anxieties. The characters' 
routines of shopping, watching television, and relying on pharmaceutical solutions demonstrate 
how capitalist culture structures everyday life and limits individuals’ ability to imagine a reality 
beyond the systems that surround them. 
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Edward Casey’s The Fate of Place (1997) offers a spatial framework that is particularly useful 
for understanding the novel’s environment. Casey contrasts places and spaces, arguing that 
“places are not merely physical locations but centers of felt value where biological needs, 
cultural meanings, and personal histories interlace” (1997, 313). Where places carry emotional 
attachment, memory, and identity, spaces are abstract and detached from genuine human 
experience (1997, 2–3). His notion of space without meaning echoes Jameson's idea of 
postmodern space as devoid of stable reference and sense of direction. Applying this to White 
Noise, supermarkets, media, and pharmaceuticals function as spaces rather than places. 
Although pharmaceuticals appear private due to their personal use, they are portrayed as 
clinically and transactionally part of a broader consumer logic. Dylar, for instance, is not rooted 
in any shared cultural memory or emotional space but offered as an impersonal product. The 
drug represents a commodified escape from death while lacking a meaningful human context. 
In this sense, the setting in White Noise is not a passive background but an active dimension of 
the postmodern experience. Casey’s concept of placefulness illuminates how existential anxiety 
manifests in specific spaces that cannot hold genuine meaning. 
 
Overall, these thinkers help establish a new map for reading White Noise, tracing several 
postmodern stages mediated by hyperreal spaces: supermarkets, media, and pharmaceuticals 
that offer illusory and momentary comfort while deepening the disconnection from authentic 
experience. While Baudrillard and Jameson serve as the foundational theoretical pillars, Fisher 
and Casey are integrated here to offer a fresh perspective since they are not often explored in 
White Noise analysis. Thus, this theoretical lens guides the following sections in mapping how 
these ideas function not only as background but also as active agents in constructing meaning 
within DeLillo’s novel. 
 
 
2. Hyperreal Spaces Constructed Through Consumption 
 
Baudrillard’s concept of hyperreality is not merely an abstract theoretical backdrop; it takes 
place at the core of White Noise as the very condition in which the Gladney family inhabits their 
world through simulated offerings: television murmurs in the background like a constant 
narrator, supermarket aisles glow with neat rows of products, and the cure for the fear of death 
comes packaged in the form of a drug named Dylar. These simulated offerings feel more stable, 
comforting, and meaningful than reality. This is precisely what Baudrillard means by 
hyperreality: a condition in which representations no longer mirror reality but replace it entirely. 
DeLillo’s novel illustrates how its characters navigate existential anxiety within a world where 
simulation manifests itself as the primary means of coping with mortality. As Sanja Matković 
argues, this anxiety is not simply a fear of dying but a deeper crisis of identity in a world where 
traditional sources of meaning have faded (2015, 163). Hyperreality arises when simulations 
gain more control over the lives of individuals, as DeLillo dramatizes through the ordinary 
habits that structure and soothe everyday life. This section analyzes three interconnected 
hyperreal spaces: the supermarket, media, and pharmaceuticals, examining how each functions 
as a system of simulacra that offers illusory comfort while deepening existential anxiety. 
 
 
2.1. Hyperreality in Supermarkets 
 
DeLillo depicts supermarket scenes as a recurring hyperreal space constructed through 
consumer culture that distances characters from authentic experience. Through Baudrillard's 
lens of simulation, supermarket aisles with endless possibilities mask the daily existential 
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struggles of the characters while functioning as hyperreality. Because this comfort zone is 
predictable and orderly, it helps them detach from their reality. Within the supermarket walls 
and aisles, appearance is what matters; it projects a surface reality that offers consumers an 
escape from emotional depth. 
 
Baudrillard’s theory of hyperreality helps explain why the supermarket feels seductively 
reassuring to consumer society. In Simulacra and Simulation (1994), Baudrillard analyzes the 
hypermarket and calls these consumer spaces “hyperspaces of the commodity”: work and 
leisure merge, shifting the shopping experience into a homogeneous one (1994, 75). In this 
comforting space, the messiness of real life is held at bay, and the orderly display of goods is a 
simulated abundance that replaces any genuine human connection to place. Casey’s distinction 
between space and place clarifies this; space lacks human attachment and emotional ties that 
define true places, functioning as an empty, detached setting (1997, 284). The supermarket, 
thus, cannot be categorized as a place but rather an empty space designed for consumption that 
does not carry any authentic identity or emotional attachment. 
 
DeLillo depicts the supermarket as a source of emotional reassurance, a comfort zone for Jack 
Gladney and his family to escape their daily anxieties and fear of death. Jack experiences a kind 
of spiritual uplift while shopping, suggesting that consumption itself has become a means of 
existential fulfillment. Whenever Jack grabs the shopping trolley, his therapy session starts: 
“The more money I spent, the less important it seemed. I was bigger than these sums” (DeLillo 
1986, 84). With each purchase, he convinces himself that his mortality has been momentarily 
deferred. DeLillo portrays the supermarket like a religious institution or a psychiatrist’s room 
where Jack seeks transcendence in an ordinary routine. Murray Jay Siskind, who accompanies 
the family frequently, articulates this logic vividly. While strolling the aisles, he links the 
supermarket space to a “Tibetan afterlife,” a place of renewal: “This place recharges us 
spiritually . . . it’s a gateway or pathway. Look how bright. It’s full of psychic data” (DeLillo 
1986, 37). For Murray, the supermarket provides meaning to an ordinary and mortal life where 
death is inevitable. Participating in shopping is like participating in an afterlife ritual: “Here we 
don’t die, we shop” (DeLillo 1986, 38). 
 
Mark Brown, in his article The Boundary We Need (2020), focuses on how spaces like the 
supermarket, as a foundational postmodern setting, “organize consumption” while offering a 
sense of stability within a fragmented world (2020, 23). This mirrors Baudrillard’s idea that in 
the late capitalist world, images no longer represent reality. In White Noise, the supermarket 
turns into a Disneyland of simulacra where consumers enter a hyperreal world and lose contact 
with each other and the outside world. When Jack and Murray shop, some stands are backed by 
mirrors so that consumers are drawn to their own image, distracted by their own appearance. 
As Brown elaborates, consumers are “first seduced by the ‘burnished’ fruit and then drawn to 
the reflection of the commodity rather than to its already improved physical reality” (2020, 24). 
This reflects Baudrillard’s insight that in postmodern consumer spaces, “reality is no longer the 
map that precedes the territory” (1994, 1). Brown further argues that this act of reflection is not 
incidental but central to postmodern consumerism since the image in the mirror “dominates the 
culture of advanced capitalism and exceeds the reality of the physical object” (2020, 66). Thus, 
the mirror as a postmodern tool reflects the glitch in the simulacrum where the daily act of 
shopping transforms into a masking illusion. The more this act of shopping is repeated, the 
more characters enter a simulated world where the real becomes increasingly difficult to 
distinguish. Brown also addresses fragmentation as a core element of postmodernism. The 
novel’s blended family structure, in which no two children share the same set of parents, mirrors 
this postmodern fragmentation, and the act of shopping becomes a ritual through which a 
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fleeting sense of cohesion is constructed. “The supermarket helps sustain the illusion of family 
unity. Though Jack and Babette’s household is a blend of previous marriages, the act of 
shopping constructs a fleeting sense of cohesion through shared consumption” (2020, 39). 
 
As Muhsin Yanar writes, “For the Gladneys and Murray . . . the supermarket can replace 
Disneyland” (2019, 116). The supermarket can be reinterpreted as another version of 
Disneyland, or I would rather say a “Consumerland” where consumer identity is created in a 
staged world of consumption. The characters experience a kind of “ritualistic reassurance” 
while returning to the store because they are surrounded by a safe, predictable environment 
within a chaotic world (2019, 116). Yanar’s comment links Brown’s argument about how the 
supermarket is not only effective visually, but also has a psychologically stabilizing effect. This 
psychological dimension reflects DeLillo’s portrayal of how consumer rituals are at the core of 
postmodern existence. The supermarket thus replaces the potential genuine emotion and human 
attachment with a polished surface. As Yanar elaborates, “Supermarkets in White Noise are not 
merely commercial spaces but symbolic hyperreal environments where consumption simulates 
emotional fulfillment and identity construction” (2019, 61). 
 
Fredric Jameson’s understanding of postmodernism as the “cultural logic of late capitalism” 
(Jameson 1991) offers a framework for understanding the capitalist logic behind the 
supermarket scenes. Jameson claims that postmodern culture is defined by a “waning of affect,” 
that is, the erosion of genuine emotion and the collapse of historical continuity (1991, 85). In 
this regard, the supermarket is a cultural structure that embodies Jameson's notion of a culture 
that has no emotional depth or historical attachment. 
 
“Everything was fine, would continue to be fine, would eventually get even better as long as 
the supermarket did not slip” (DeLillo 1986, 170). This passage invokes Mark Fisher’s theory 
of capitalist realism. Building on Jameson’s theory, Fisher argues that capitalism has erased the 
possibility of imagining alternatives: “It is easier to imagine the end of the world than the end 
of capitalism” (2009, 2). This logic pervades the novel: the supermarket appears constantly not 
only as a place of consumption but also as a symbol of control in the late phase of capitalist 
society as “the only viable political and economic system” (2009, 8). 
 
Both Fisher’s and Jameson’s theories align: the supermarket is a simulated setting, a shelter for 
individuals in a postmodern world that ultimately serves the capitalist system. The walls of the 
supermarket shield characters from outside realities such as disasters and death. The novel 
presents the supermarket as a means of psychological survival to avoid mortality. The 
supermarket shines with its artificiality through its noise, crowd, and hum of shopping carts, all 
of which evoke the white noise that soothes anxiety. The cart full of goods embodies Jameson’s 
postmodern condition of depthlessness (1991, 6), in which consumption becomes a simulation 
of stability. Fisher’s idea of capitalist realism further illuminates this dynamic. The supermarket 
routine becomes part of capitalism’s logic, offering the illusion of agency: the act of filling the 
cart within a hyperreal environment that displaces authentic human experience through scripted 
choices (2009, 8). 
 
The repetitive shopping experience shapes agency and subjectivity, transforming the 
supermarket into something closer to a consumerist ritual than a mere commercial transaction. 
Fisher’s notion of capitalist realism is evident here: the supermarket operates as a “pervasive 
atmosphere” that governs the experience (2009, 16). The supermarket’s organized shelves and 
shiny aisles, along with endless choices, reflect this pervasive atmosphere, constraining 
consumers from imagining alternatives: “capitalism seamlessly occupies the horizons of the 
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thinkable” (2009, 8). The visual organization of the supermarket constitutes a system of signs 
through which branded products carry symbolic meaning as part of the act of consumption. The 
supermarket offers a script for identity formation, guiding consumers along its aisles and 
inviting them to construct a sense of self through the brands they choose. Even if the family is 
not genuinely unified, shopping offers them a shared identity. The Gladneys' shop to forget 
their fear of death and existential anxieties, and to find meaning. Brown’s argument about the 
novel is useful here as he claims that in White Noise, “death, as we have seen, is the only concept 
able to halt the potentially infinite deferrals of language and textuality” (2020, 34). Death, then, 
unlike simulated experiences produced by consumer culture, remains a limit that cannot be fully 
understood. As a further striking claim, I argue that death is the only authentic experience a 
person can have in a consumer-driven world. 
 
The supermarket, as a comforting hyperreal environment, is disrupted by the Airborne Toxic 
Event. In the novel, a chemical spill forces the surrounding community to evacuate, shattering 
the carefully maintained illusion of consumer stability. The return to the supermarket after the 
Airborne Toxic Event makes this point even stronger. Yanar mentions that the novel portrays 
American society as highly dependent on consumer spaces for emotional reassurance (2019, 
108). Once characters return from evacuation, they do not turn toward deeper reflection or 
transformation. The supermarket once again reasserts itself, and what DeLillo presents is not a 
recovery but a non-stop loop. Brown’s interpretation further supports this: White Noise explores 
how postmodern consumer culture offers endless chains of signs and meanings, yet death 
remains the existential concept capable of interrupting these chains (2020, 34). 
 
The connection between the Airborne Toxic Event and the supermarket space reveals how 
DeLillo juxtaposes two different experiences of reality. While the supermarket offers a 
carefully organized space of order as a simulated environment, the toxic cloud reminds 
individuals that this simulated hyperreality can be easily disrupted. Because the supermarket 
presents the illusion that life can be controlled through consumption, the characters take this 
stability for granted, unaware of how easily it can collapse. Yet the toxic event serves as a 
reminder that this hyperreal reassurance is both temporary and fragile. The toxic cloud, 
therefore, functions as a reminder of the material realities that consumer culture tries to conceal; 
by placing the supermarket and the toxic catastrophe within the same narrative, DeLillo 
highlights how hyperreal spaces cannot address the underlying problems of human life. 
 
Throughout the novel, the supermarket operates as one of the most powerful representations of 
Baudrillard’s concept of hyperreality. Its shiny aisles, organized shelves, and endless product 
choices create an environment of abundance and reassurance that temporarily shields characters 
from existential dread. Repeated shopping acts construct a ritual of emotional stability. Jack 
describes this experience as a spiritual event:  
 

The mass and variety of our purchases, the weight and size and number, 
the familiar package designs and vivid lettering . . . the sense of well-
being, the security and contentment these products brought to some 
snug home in our souls—it seemed we had achieved a fullness of being. 
(DeLillo 1986, 20)  
 

This passage reflects how consumption operates not only as material satisfaction but also as a 
sense of completeness. However, this sense of completeness results from the constructed 
surfaces of consumer culture rather than any genuine resolution of anxiety. As Yanar observes, 
the supermarket functions like a sacred environment in which people search for emotional 
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reassurance and symbolic stability (2019, 108). This echoes Murray’s description of the 
supermarket as something that “recharges us spiritually . . . it’s a gateway or pathway” (DeLillo 
1986, 37), capturing the central logic of hyperreality, where consumption serves as a coping 
mechanism against the inevitability of death. 
 
In conclusion, this section has examined how White Noise depicts hyperreality through the 
everyday space of the supermarket. The supermarket as a hyperreal space shapes the characters’ 
perception of reality and the way they navigate their daily lives. It also demonstrates how 
consumer culture is structured by systems of simulation, highlighting how the persistent fear of 
death operates as the underlying issue behind the hyperreal supermarket. Even though the 
supermarket with its thousands of choices has the potential to suppress anxiety through 
consumption, this reassurance is fragile and incomplete. The toxic event reveals how this 
hyperreal space masks deeper problems rather than providing authentic solutions. The Airborne 
Toxic Event disrupts this hyperreal sense of order, forcing characters to leave their comforting 
simulations and face real obstacles. Taken together, these examples demonstrate that White 
Noise presents the supermarket not as a solution to reality but as a coping mechanism that 
ultimately operates as a temporary shelter where characters feel protected while their deeper 
anxieties of mortality remain unaddressed. 
 
 
2.2. Hyperreality in Media 
 
The postmodern condition of DeLillo's White Noise starts not in a physical place, but in the 
hyperreal medium that permeates the Gladney home through television. Television functions 
as a pervasive expression of a hyperreal environment through which media shapes reality itself. 
Adina Baya elaborates that television in the novel serves both as a background noise and as a 
guide to organize emotional needs, providing a kind of stability (2013, 159). TV is not simply 
a piece of furniture in the living room; it functions as a soothing mechanism that keeps anxiety 
under control. This is where Baudrillard’s concept of hyperreality enters the Gladney home. 
The Gladneys inhabit a hyperreal space controlled by media; they experience the world “inside 
a TV box,” receiving pre-determined images and ideas that create a certain interpretation of 
events. 
 
Fredric Jameson’s critique of postmodernism frames the media landscape of White Noise 
through his concept of “a new depthlessness”: a fragmentation of subjectivity and replacement 
of historical consciousness with an endless present (1991, 6). The Gladneys experience the 
world via the TV screen: a loop of breaking news, sitcoms, and advertisements. Authentic 
feelings are displaced by manipulative media presentations: the family members find 
themselves chattering excitedly about televised events, yet they struggle to express fear or 
intimacy. The family conversations generally consist of borrowing from TV slogans, which 
reflect an emotional disconnection masked by the flow of simulated images. Jameson's notion 
of depthlessness manifests in the family’s monotone routine. The “white noise” coming through 
the screen functions as a shield, preventing them from confronting their fear of death. By 
consuming “white noise,” death seems to be far away from their lives, as if death itself is 
something abstract and escapable. As it is stated in the novel, “for most people there are only 
two places in the world: where they live and their TV set” (DeLillo 1986, 66). 
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When it comes to catastrophic news on the screen, distant experience seems consumable, a safe 
space as long as it does not affect you. The Gladneys enjoy watching these disasters because 
events seem like simulations for them, a representation of reality; disasters are happening out 
there somewhere on TV, creating a sense of numbness:  
 

There were floods, earthquakes, mud slides, erupting volcanoes. . . . 
We’d never before been so attentive . . . Steffie . . . appeared totally 
absorbed in these documentary clips of calamity and death. . . . Every 
disaster made us wish for more, for something bigger, grander, more 
sweeping. (DeLillo 1986, 64) 
 

This response illustrates how emotional numbness in the postmodern world leads to craving 
disasters because everything feels so detached in the technologically advanced society that 
people start to hope for something serious to happen so that they will slightly experience a long-
suppressed emotion. In a “culture of the image,” feelings have become fragmented as well, 
which is in line with Jameson’s description of “waning of affect” in postmodern society, where 
genuine emotions are taken over by shallow reactions (1991, 10). 
 
In a Baudrillardian sense, the televised image masks the original and blurs the distinction 
between reality and simulation. Hence, TV itself is a consumable reality. It does not simply 
provide information for the audience; it gives instructions on what to think and how to feel. 
Once, Jack is stunned by the sudden utterance “Toyota Celica” from his daughter Steffie in her 
sleep, a phrase that she unconsciously absorbed from TV advertising (DeLillo 1986, 155). This 
moment shows how the media does not shape perception only; it also colonizes it. In this sense, 
emotional depth seems to be hard to reach, reflecting Jameson’s notion of the waning of affect 
(1991, 10). 
 
The family’s monotone routine revolves around a repetitive loop of grocery shopping, watching 
TV, and going to college. The title of the novel itself emerges through the TV to offer a 
simulated protection, like a brick wall of simulacra that keeps the fear of death just a little bit 
aside. As Cristina Mirela Nicolaescu puts it, “White noise refers to both the background hum 
of technological gadgets and the mental fog of too much information—an atmosphere in which 
it is impossible to discern what is significant from what is meaningless” (2025, 253). The screen 
as a hyperreal space comes with the idea that death is something only experienced through the 
TV screen, something not real, something that only happens on TV. The novel constantly 
implies this idea through the consumption of white-noise media, when Jack and Babette can 
pretend that death is an abstract notion that “happens to other people”. As critic Baya puts it, 
news of horrible events provides “a sense of covert pleasure” to white noise consumers who 
can relax and enjoy these disasters from their living room (2013, 165). In this sense, the Gladney 
family, just like any Americans in DeLillo’s satire, is in a loop of images that instruct them 
what to do and how to feel. 
 
The characters’ relationship with the media presents their way of interpreting reality, and the 
presence of white noise reaching behind the TV box numbs the minds of viewers. The television 
in the middle of their living room is not simply watched; it unites, or rather numbs them all 
simultaneously. Jack notices that even if nobody watches the TV, especially when they are 
dealing with their ordinary daily activities, the constant stream of voices soothes them. Media 
as a hyperreal space becomes inseparable from its background since it lures people into its 
comforting box full of images and sound. In this sense, TV functions as a passage through 
which the hyperreal world enters the domestic space. Baudrillard’s understanding of simulacra 
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can be linked to media because representations no longer simply reflect reality; instead, the 
image “has no relation to any reality whatsoever” and becomes “its own pure simulacrum” 
(1994, 6). The Gladney household then illustrates this process, where television does not simply 
reflect reality but shapes the way the viewers make sense of it. In other words, they interpret 
reality through television, rather than through direct experience. 
 
Jack assumes that disasters themselves belong to certain social groups rather than people like 
him, he says: 
 

These things happen to poor people who live in exposed areas. Society 
is set up in such a way that it’s the poor and the uneducated who suffer 
the main impact of natural and man-made disasters. People in low-lying 
areas get the floods, people in shanties get the hurricanes and tornados. 
I’m a college professor. Did you ever see a college professor rowing a 
boat down his own street in one of those TV floods? We live in a neat 
and pleasant town near a college with a quaint name. These things don’t 
happen in places like Blacksmith. (DeLillo 1986, 114) 
 

Jack’s statement mirrors how the media creates a psychological distance between the viewer 
and the events. Disasters shown on the news are understood as distant realities happening to 
“other” people from different social and cultural classes. Jack believes that these events are 
safely secured within the TV box and cannot disrupt his own life. In this regard, the television 
screen, along with media narratives, presents a hyperreal security where viewers feel protected. 
 
Baudrillard’s understanding of simulation further helps explain Jack’s media interpretation. In 
a hyperreal environment, representations do not depict reality but replace it, essentially 
organizing the way people perceive and interpret reality. As Baudrillard states, simulation is 
“the generation by models of a real without origin or reality” (1994, 1). This can be connected 
to the Gladneys’ encounter with the Airborne Toxic Event, which they first experience 
indirectly through mediated information before confronting the disaster itself. When the toxic 
cloud becomes visible in their environment, the Gladney household struggles to process the fact 
that the disasters they previously saw on television are now becoming part of their own reality. 
As Henry Veggian observes, this is how DeLillo depicts the postmodern encounter with 
mortality: Jack learns of the statistical probability of his own death not through direct physical 
experience but through a computer readout, revealing how technological systems mediate the 
way individuals relate to their own existence (2015, 4).  
 
Additionally, the institutional response to this disaster blurs the boundary between simulation 
and reality. During the evacuation, the organization, called SIMUVAC, takes this opportunity 
to test its simulation systems. The organization members explain that the real disaster itself is 
a chance for them to check and improve their simulation systems. One of the technicians 
explains the irony of the situation by stating, “We’re using the real event in order to practice 
the simulation” (DeLillo 1986, 139). This illustrates a rehearsal of blurred reality since they 
prefer to use the real disaster as a means to improve their models rather than simulating it. The 
Airborne Toxic Event is therefore placed into a technological system run by an organization 
that originally aimed to manage disastrous scenarios. Following Baudrillard’s logic of 
simulation (1994, 2), the disaster is not experienced as a completely immediate event; rather, it 
is interpreted through pre-existing images, models, and expectations shaped by media culture. 
Therefore, the Gladneys encounter the disaster first as a mediated spectacle and later in their 
reality. Having watched disastrous news repeatedly as a kind of entertainment, the characters 
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struggle to respond to the toxic event with genuine emotion. Their reaction is notably passive, 
which is the result of media consumption. This boundary between simulation and reality, 
however, reflects a broader postmodern cultural condition. Due to technological advancements, 
the way people make sense of the world has shifted. As Randy Laist argues, the novel portrays 
a society where technological systems influence not only communication but also perception, 
guiding individuals in how to interpret their environment (2009, 114). Julian Henneberg extends 
this point through his concept of the “technological sublime,” a condition in which technology 
has replaced nature as the primary source of overwhelming experience (2011, 52). As he argues, 
the novel is concerned with the “problematic character of information and knowledge in a 
postmodern age” (2011, 63), and the Airborne Toxic Event exemplifies this by producing not 
just a physical threat but an epistemological crisis. This connects directly to how the Gladneys 
react to the toxic event, whose minds are shaped by media narratives that have secretly 
organized their emotional responses and understanding of the world. 
 
The consequences of media consumption extend to the notion of identity and everyday 
consciousness. Annjeanette Wiese argues that White Noise communicates the often unnoticed 
impact of narrative on identity formation, highlighting how media-saturated content shapes 
cultural imagination and self-awareness at a time when narrative structure is increasingly 
repudiated by consumer culture (2012, 3). This section extends her observation specifically to 
the hyperreal space of television, arguing that media shapes not only identity but existential 
perception itself. Wiese highlights that instead of responding to events spontaneously, the 
Gladney household relies on media frameworks that prepare them for what to think and how to 
react. The media is not only a source of information or entertainment, but also a guide that 
instructs individuals in how to perceive events happening around the world. The non-stop flow 
of information creates a hyperreal world, as we witness in White Noise, where people come 
across reality through mediated representations. As a result, the Airborne Toxic Event exposes 
the media-saturated culture of postmodern society and reveals how people's perception of 
reality is fragmented. Notably, once the disaster is labelled, it acquires the language of media 
reportage, gaining recognition and identity through naming. Once named, the event becomes 
something people can emotionally relate to. The toxic cloud, therefore, is more than just a 
simple chemical accident, a lived experience they go through. Jack, who has been afraid of 
death as an abstract notion for as long as he can remember, now faces the disaster as the distant 
existential anxiety becomes a manifested reality. 
 

Ever since I was in my twenties, I’ve had the fear, the dread. Now it’s 
been realized. I feel enmeshed, I feel deeply involved. It’s no wonder 
they call this thing the airborne toxic event. It’s an event all right. It 
marks the end of uneventful things. This is just the beginning. Wait and 
see. (DeLillo 1986, 151) 
 

Jack's reflection illustrates how his perception of reality and the concept of death have been 
mediated by media spectacles. He calls the accident an “event,” a term with very common usage 
in news reporting on disasters and accidents. This can be connected to Baudrillard’s idea that 
in a hyperreal society, people interpret reality through representations and images that already 
exist in media culture, rather than encountering reality directly (1994, 5–6). In this sense, the 
Airborne Toxic Event has already been shaped by the media narrative that has the power to 
determine the identification of events and influence the approaches of people. 
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Casey’s distinction between place and space helps interpret the role of media in White Noise: 
although the TV set is physically located in the Gladney living room, it functions not as a stable 
place but as what I call a “fluid space.” For Casey, place is grounded in lived experience and 
human attachment, whereas abstract space lacks this meaningful connection (1997, 283–284). 
Even though TV is physically fixed inside the living room of the Gladney household, it 
functions as a fluid space since it circulates various representations of realities mediated through 
narratives, images, and different voices. This reflects the broader logic of the postmodernist 
framework, which privileges plurality and fluidity rather than fixed and stable structures. 
Within the broader postmodern framework, television is indeed a mediator that constantly 
circulates floods of information. Jack refers to this phenomenon in a trivial moment while he is 
walking upstairs: “After dinner, on my way upstairs, I heard the TV say: ‘Let’s sit half lotus 
and think about our spines’” (DeLillo 1986, 18). He utters these words without any specific 
context, which highlights TV as a fluid space that flows through the whole household; even if 
no one is paying attention, it is there as background noise. 
 
The influence of media as a fluid space appears more visible in trivial moments where 
characters find themselves drawn to this simulation. In one of their conversations with his 
colleague Murray, Jack tries to summarize their discussion by asking: “You’re saying it’s more 
or less universal, to be fascinated by TV disasters” (DeLillo 1986, 66). Murray confirms this 
mentality by claiming, “If a thing happens on television, we have every right to find it 
fascinating, whatever it is” (DeLillo 1986, 66). What Murray implicitly claims here is that 
events gain recognition and significance once they are mediated on the screen. This reflects 
Laist’s argument that “Television is primarily a presence that saturates Jack’s aural landscape, 
a dull murmur, invisible and everywhere. The absurd phrases which emanate from the television 
are detached from any human meaning that Jack can relate to” (2009, 114). Laist’s analysis 
supports the idea that media shapes everyday perception because the characters often give 
attention to the voice streaming behind television randomly; the media is fragmented and 
detached from a clear context, which ultimately serves a broader postmodern understanding. In 
this sense, television becomes a space that shapes consciousness even if the characters are not 
aware of it.  
 
Moreover, the pervasive presence of television can be connected to the spatial argument 
elaborated by Naghmeh Fazlzadeh, Nasser Motallebzadeh, and Nasser Dashtpeyma who state 
that Jack Gladney tries to form a strong connection to environments such as the town 
Blacksmith he lives in, the supermarket, and the domestic sphere while also being fascinated 
by the “cyberspace of TV and its psychic data” (2021, 164). This suggests that the media is an 
environment where Jack situates himself psychologically, and the TV is not simply there to 
deliver information but also functions as a comfort zone. As established earlier, place is 
associated with emotional attachment, history, and memory, while space lacks this human 
attachment and any other stable ties (Casey 1997). The televised images with their fragmented 
narratives operate as fluid spaces that lack any stable human connection. The constant, 
fragmented voice that the Gladney household interacts with does not provide any genuine 
experience; it inhabits the domestic environment while lacking meaningful communication. 
Ultimately, the television set is a hyperreal space that represents events through a subjective, 
repeated flow of images. The Gladney household’s interaction with this flow is fragmented, 
resembling a fluid space devoid of stable attachment or authentic experience, while their 
perception of reality is continuously shaped by circulated representations that have lost 
connection with the real. 
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This section has demonstrated how the media shapes the perception of the viewers and their 
daily life experience. With a media environment—or in Casey’s terms, a “space”—DeLillo 
demonstrates that what we take as real is mediated by systems of signs and narratives behind 
the TV box that replace direct experience. As Baudrillard argues, consumer culture is 
dominated by simulations that blur the distinction between what is real and what is produced 
as real (1994, 2–3). This condition reflects the Gladney family members’ reliance on images 
and representations created by technological advancement. Ultimately, in a consumer-driven 
postmodern society, people do not face reality directly but encounter it through layers of 
narrated representations. Hyperreality in media thus becomes a strategy of survival, leading 
characters to cope with their fear and dread through simulation. 
 
 
2.3. Hyperreality in Pharmaceuticals 
 
Pharmaceuticals as hyperreal space appear when consumerism in supermarkets and media fail 
to offer solutions for the existential dread that characters try to cope with. This section focuses 
on Babette, who uses the drug Dylar to escape her fear of death, which makes her life 
unbearable. Baudrillard’s argument on simulation in late capitalist society can be connected to 
drug use since Dylar creates a simulation rather than offering a real solution, producing signs 
that replace the problem itself. Dylar is presented as a pharmaceutical simulacrum, creating the 
illusion that mortality itself can be chemically controlled. While the supermarket offers 
hyperreality through material consumption and media through representation, pharmaceuticals 
represent a third and more intimate stage: the simulation of the self from within. 
 
In the chapter entitled “Dylarama”—the name itself is ironic—DeLillo introduces us to a 
bottled hyperreality Dylar that claims to eliminate the fear of death; however, the drug is not 
publicly available as it remains in the trial phase. This brings us closer to Babette, who is 
obsessed with the idea of death, which eventually results in her willingness to consume Dylar 
as a test subject, or as Jack calls “a human test animal” (DeLillo 1986, 193). It is significant to 
notice how Babette, with the hope of eliminating her fear of death, does not simply start 
consuming the drug but also sells her body to the producer whom she introduces as Mr. Gray. 
This raises the question of how pharmaceutical hyperreality enters postmodern consumer 
culture as a solution to be consumed desperately, regardless of the potentially fatal side effects. 
“Every drug has side effects. A drug that could eliminate fear of death would have awesome 
side effects, especially if it is still in a trial stage” (DeLillo 1986, 251). Unlike supermarkets, 
which offer material abundance, and media that circulate representations, pharmaceuticals 
function at the level of body and consciousness. Dylar chemically represses mortality anxiety 
and encourages detachment. As Sompatu Vungthong argues, the novel presents the elusive 
promise of escaping the fear of death through the act of consuming products such as Dylar, 
reinforcing how pharmaceutical consumption operates within the same consumerist logic as the 
supermarket and the media (2011, 39).  
 
In this sense, Dylar represents a further stage in the logic of hyperreality where simulation no 
longer operates externally through images or commodities but internally through biochemical 
intervention. Where the supermarket and media operate as external hyperreal spaces, Dylar 
takes this logic one step further, making the body itself a site of simulation: a territory to be 
chemically managed rather than authentically inhabited. As Mathias Nilges argues, postmodern 
cultural forms cannot be detached from capitalist structures, as they have shaped how reality is 
perceived (2015, 186–187). Dylar, in this sense, is not simply a medical phenomenon but an 
expression of the same capitalist logic that organizes the supermarket and the media. This shift 
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can be associated with Fisher's concept of capitalist realism, which suggests that contemporary 
capitalism no longer merely structures economic life; it also colonizes emotional and 
psychological experience (2009, 2). Babette's reliance on Dylar highlights this transformation: 
her fear of death becomes a problem to be masked through medicated suppression, one that 
produces new forms of anxiety by creating deficiencies in language and cognition. 
 
As Babette starts losing her ability to connect words with their meanings, the novel suggests 
that pharmaceutical intervention fragments perception. Her ability to speak and think no longer 
works as a stable system, her way of thinking becomes fragmented and detached from reality. 
This is a condition that resonates with Jameson’s notion of postmodern “depthlessness,” in 
which authentic engagement is replaced by surface-level experiences (1991, 6). In Jameson's 
terms, her inability to sustain a stable relationship with language and meaning represents a loss 
of depth in her perception. A useful perspective here is offered by Katrina Harack, who argues 
that in White Noise, “identity is contextual and self-knowledge deceptive” (2013, 306). Under 
the influence of Dylar, Babette’s inability to trust language reflects a deeper inability to trust 
her own perception of reality. For Baudrillard, the sign system depends on a stable relationship 
between signifier and signified; when Dylar collapses this relationship, it does not simply 
impair Babette’s communication but undermines the very semiotic structure through which she 
makes sense of the world. Moreover, Roxburgh argues that pharmaceutical interventions in 
contemporary narratives reshape how individuals experience their own mental and emotional 
states (2020, 415–416). Within this framework, Dylar transforms fear itself into a consumable 
and manageable condition, aligning with Baudrillard’s argument that simulation replaces reality 
by producing signs that mask the absence of a genuine solution (1994, 2). 
 
Furthermore, Babette’s condition can be linked to Casey’s distinction between place and space 
(Casey 1997). Babette's disoriented and fragmented state reflects a placeless condition in which 
she becomes detached not only from her ability to use language but also from embodied 
experience. This condition becomes vivid in Babette’s own words: “I seize up” (DeLillo 1986, 
198). The phrase captures precisely the loss of embodied agency that Casey associates with 
space rather than place—a body no longer capable of inhabiting its environment but frozen 
within it, cut off from the memory and attachment that transform space into place. The drug 
does not simply suppress fear; it dissolves the very perceptual framework through which 
Babette experiences herself as an embodied subject. For Casey, place is not necessarily a 
physical location, but a site of embodied experience grounded in memory and emotional 
attachment (1997, 219). By contrast, his notion of space is abstract, detached from authenticity, 
while lacking meaningful human connection (1997, 2–3). The side effects of Dylar, therefore, 
cannot be considered a solution to fear but rather the erasure of the conditions that make 
Babette’s lived experience possible. The drug does not restore stability; it offers a spatial 
displacement that causes Babette to become detached from her own existence. Dylar is thus a 
postmodern intervention that does not resolve existential anxiety but displaces it into a realm 
of hyperreality governed by simulation. 
 
Dylar can also be read as part of a broader experimental system in which human life becomes 
subject to testing. DeLillo constantly emphasizes how Dylar is not a finished product but an 
unstable and secretive substance, still in the trial phase. This is reinforced when it is addressed 
as an unknown “psychopharmaceutical” whose effect on the human brain remains unclear 
(DeLillo 1986, 189). Dylar does not offer certainty; it places Babette in an unpredictable state 
where the boundaries between potential cure and instability become blurred. Babette’s role as 
a user of Dylar cannot be considered that of a patient receiving treatment, but that of a 
participant who is willing to be part of an ongoing experiment. Furthermore, Roxburgh’s 
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argument about pharmaceutical narratives reshaping individuals’ experience of their mental 
state is relevant here, framing Dylar as a drug not simply altering Babette’s emotions but placing 
them within a structure where her sense of being is subject to manipulation (2020, 415–416). 
Dylar embodies these claims as an experimental substance by putting Babette at the center of a 
system that she cannot make sense of. In this sense, Dylar does not treat Babette as a subject 
with needs but as a test site: a body to be observed rather than a person to be healed. 
 
Roxburgh's analysis of Dylar sharpens the argument about what is hyperreal about 
pharmaceuticals in White Noise: Dylar does not simply offer a cure for death anxiety; it 
manipulates what Babette can make sense of about her everyday experience. Roxburgh argues 
that the novel shifts toward a subjective interiority, from a person’s inner thoughts and feelings, 
in other words, “inner life” and moves toward the brain as a physical, biological object. Rather 
than explaining emotions like the fear of death through personal memory or experience, the 
novel treats them as problems resulting from brain chemistry. Roxburgh refers to this shift as 
“biomedical anti-interiority,” where inner experience is reduced to a controlled biological 
process (2020, 415–416). In this case, it is no longer possible to determine whether Babette's 
memory loss and confusion are caused by the drug, by her fear, or by the system that explains 
her experience in biological terms. This can be connected to Baudrillard’s idea of simulation, 
which blurs the line between what is real and what is produced as real: “Is the simulator sick or 
not, given that he produces ‘true’ symptoms?” (Baudrillard 1994, 3). Furthermore, Roxburgh 
claims that Babette is encouraged to interpret her symptoms as part of a “war of neurons,” 
which frames her condition as a medical issue and prevents questioning the effectiveness of the 
drug (2020, 423). This suggests that Dylar protects its own logic by claiming that any negative 
side effect is part of the treatment process. This framing aligns with Fisher’s argument: under 
capitalist realism, mental suffering is privatized and treated as a manageable condition rather 
than understood as a sign of deeper systemic problems (2009, 19). 
 
Fisher’s concept of capitalist realism helps explain how existential anxiety is turned into an 
opportunity for commodification (2009, 18–19). He argues that under late capitalism, 
psychological and emotional states are increasingly treated as technical issues that can be 
regulated through chemical or therapeutic intervention, rather than being examined as reflective 
of broader social structures (2009, 2). In this framework, Dylar’s logic becomes clear: the fear 
of death is treated as a condition to be resolved pharmacologically. Babette does not seek to 
confront her fear or examine the underlying sources of her existential anxiety; she instead seeks 
to eliminate it through consumption, implicitly accepting that mortality anxiety is something to 
be fixed within the language of brain chemistry rather than confronted as a lived human 
condition. Moreover, Babette’s participation in the drug trial illustrates how Dylar is not 
presented as a stable pharmaceutical solution, but as an experimental substance developed 
beyond ethical and institutional boundaries. 
 

We were to be test subjects in the development of a super experimental 
and top secret drug, code-name Dylar, that he’d been working on for 
years. . . . But he also told me there were dangers in running tests on a 
human. I could die. I could live but my brain could die. . . . I could not 
distinguish words from things, so that if someone said ‘speeding bullet,’ 
I would fall to the floor and take cover. Mr. Gray wanted me to know 
the risks. There were releases and other documents for me to sign. The 
firm had lawyers, priests. (DeLillo 1986, 193) 
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This passage foregrounds Dylar’s uncertainty, emphasizing that its effects are not predictable; 
the presence of lawyers and, ironically, priests attests to this, highlighting that the 
pharmaceutical process is part of legal and moral justification. In this sense, Babette’s use of 
Dylar cannot be considered treatment but rather an entry into a controlled system in which the 
body becomes the tool for experimentation. The fact that she sells her body to Mr. Gray in 
exchange for access to the drug only deepens this sense of institutional entrapment. This mirrors 
Roxburgh’s argument that White Noise exposes the instability of pharmaceutical knowledge 
systems, since Dylar’s side effects become difficult to distinguish from the symptoms the drug 
was designed to cure (2020, 423–424). Thus, Dylar does not resolve the fear of death; it creates 
layers that ultimately conceal it. 
 
Toward the end of White Noise, we encounter Mr. Gray, who sits at the center of pharmaceutical 
hyperreality. Mr. Gray, later known as Willie Mink, is not a figure of scientific discovery at all; 
instead, he is a destabilized subject who has lost control over his perception and behavior. He 
is portrayed as a diminished figure who chews the pills like candy, implying that the creator of 
Dylar himself has become dependent on the substance. “Just between you and I,” he said, “I eat 
this stuff like candy” (DeLillo 1986, 308). His appearance highlights the collapse of 
pharmaceutical authority in White Noise because he is drawn into the very simulation and 
medication he claimed to control. If Dylar was designed to simulate a life free from the fear of 
death, Mink's condition reveals what that simulation actually produces: not liberation but a self 
that has become indistinguishable from the drug’s own logic. This becomes clear when Jack 
tests him with language and utters: “Falling plane” (DeLillo 1986, 309). 
 

He looked at me, gripping the arms of the chair, the first signs of panic 
building in his eyes. ‘Plunging aircraft,’ I said, pronouncing the words 
crisply, authoritatively. He kicked off his sandals, folded himself over 
into the recommended crash position, head well forward, hands clasped 
behind his knees. He performed the maneuver automatically, with a 
double-jointed collapsible dexterity, throwing himself into it, like a 
child or a mime. Interesting. The drug not only caused the user to 
confuse words with the things they referred to; it made him act in a 
somewhat stylized way. (DeLillo 1986, 309–310) 
 

This moment reveals that the drug erases the ability to distinguish between words and the things 
they signify, reducing language to a simulation that has nothing to do with reality. As Babette’s 
earlier description of Dylar’s side effects suggests—where one “could not distinguish words 
from things” (DeLillo 1986, 193)—this condition becomes fully realized in Mink, whose 
perception is governed entirely by linguistic triggers. Roxburgh’s argument is particularly 
relevant here; she notes that White Noise destabilizes the boundary between symptoms and 
treatment, making it impossible to determine whether the drug cures or produces new forms of 
disorder (2020, 423–424). In this scene, this ambiguity collapses, and Mink becomes both the 
creator and subject of the drug. 
 
Ultimately, the pharmaceutical space in White Noise demonstrates that the attempt to eliminate 
the fear of death through bottled simulations results in a deeper, fragmented self. Dylar does 
not provide a cure; it reshapes perception and language while erasing the boundary between 
reality and simulation. Pharmaceuticals thus represent the most internalized form of 
hyperreality in the novel, operating not through external systems like media and consumer 
spaces but within the body and mind itself. Together with the supermarket and media, 
pharmaceuticals complete a picture in which postmodern consumer culture offers comfort at 
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every level—through goods, images, and now biochemical intervention—while the fear of 
death quietly persists beneath all of it. This section has demonstrated that the desire to control 
the fear of death produces a hyperreal space that generates a more fragmented identity rather 
than resolution, deepening the very anxiety it promises to cure. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
This paper set out to examine how White Noise represents hyperreal spaces in relation to 
consumer culture and existential anxiety through three main environments: supermarkets, 
media, and pharmaceuticals. These environments were analyzed as hyperreal spaces in a 
deliberate order: from external to internal. While the supermarket presented itself as an external 
space, a place one can physically reach to buy goods, the media illustrated itself inside the TV 
box, being partially external since it is perceived through representations inside the screen, 
located in the living room. Pharmaceutical hyperreality, specifically through Dylar, operates as 
an internal experience, creating a simulation within the body. One of the key contributions of 
this paper is its integrated approach to these three environments, treating them not as separate 
themes but as parallel hyperreal spaces that lack human attachment, each offering a simulated 
comfort, functioning as a coping mechanism: the supermarket with its sense of order and 
abundance, the media with its continuous stream of mediated reality, and pharmaceuticals with 
their chemical intervention into the body itself. Despite their differences, the supermarket works 
through ritual and order, media through emotional numbness, and pharmaceuticals through 
internal biochemical intervention; all three ultimately offer solutions to anxiety while masking 
it, which eventually fails. While earlier studies tended to examine either television or the 
supermarket in isolation, generally under broader themes of consumerism or capitalism, and 
have rarely brought pharmaceutical consumption into the same analytical framework, this paper 
proposes a more integrated reading of the three spaces as parallel and interconnected hyperreal 
environments, showing how simulation functions across multiple layers of everyday life. 
 
Another important aspect is that this paper draws on multiple theoretical frameworks. By 
bringing together Baudrillard, Jameson, Fisher, and Casey, the study has offered a layered 
understanding of postmodern culture. Specifically, Baudrillard’s concept of hyperreality 
provided the central framework to explain how simulations replace reality. Jameson’s idea of 
depthlessness helped clarify the loss of historical and emotional depth. While Fisher's notion of 
capitalist realism highlighted how imagining alternatives outside of consumption seems 
impossible, Casey’s distinction between place and space added a spatial dimension to the 
hyperreal environments examined in this paper, showing how the three central hyperreal spaces 
lack authentic connection. 
 
Overall, the findings suggest that White Noise presents a simulated postmodern world where 
individuals rely on different systems of consumption to cope with their daily life anxieties. 
However, these systems do not provide real solutions; instead, they distance individuals from 
genuine connection and authentic experience while deepening their existential anxieties. 
Ultimately, they are not liberated from their problems but find new ways to avoid confronting 
them. In this sense, DeLillo presents a society that encourages people to manage their problems 
through simulations. Yet the novel also reveals the limits of simulation. The Airborne Toxic 
Event, Jack’s confrontation with his own mortality through a computer readout, and the final 
rearrangement of supermarket shelves are all moments where the hyperreal order ruptures and 
something closer to reality breaks through. These moments expose the paradox of hyperreality: 
the hyperreal systems that offer security are inherently unstable and temporary. DeLillo does 
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not suggest that characters can fully escape simulation; rather, he shows that they consistently 
choose to return to it even after such ruptures, revealing how deeply postmodern identity 
depends on the illusions it cannot sustain. 
 
Consequently, this paper has demonstrated that supermarkets, media, and pharmaceuticals in 
White Noise function as hyperreal spaces that shape the perception and experience of the 
characters so that they can cope with their existential anxiety. By analyzing these spaces, the 
study has highlighted how overconsumption becomes a tool for survival in a postmodern 
consumer society. In the postmodern world, then, one cannot resolve existential fear but rather 
postpone it as long as possible; yet the novel reminds us of the inescapable truth: “All plots tend 
to move deathward” (DeLillo 1986, 26). 
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Abstract: Multiple exposure photographs seem to be a forgotten aspect of photography theory, 
despite being a well-known technique. Although photography and film share common roots, 
the concept of filmic montage provides a useful starting point for understanding multiple 
exposure photographs, because the operation of montage editing is similar to the operation of 
multiple exposure photographs. This paper aims to examine whether the concept of filmic 
montage and multiple exposure photographs can be compared specifically through the works 
of American photographers, Harry Callahan, Jerry Uelsmann and Man Ray, and Soviet 
cinematographer, Dziga Vertov. With filmic montage, the third meaning created in the 
spectator’s mind is a multiple exposure, whereas multiple exposure photographs achieve this 
effect through their layered structure, which evokes pensiveness in the viewer. The focus of the 
paper will be on the perception and understanding of multiple exposure photographs, and 
whether they can be brought closer to the viewer in terms of comprehension. To understand the 
operation of multiple exposure, the theories of Roland Barthes and Jacques Rancière are also 
utilized. 
 
Keywords: multiple exposures, filmic montage, studium-punctum, third meaning, pensive 
image 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Multiple exposure is a common photographic technique, but is underexplored in theoretical 
discussions. Inspired by the artistic nature of film montage and my experiments with double- 
and multiple-exposure photography, I noticed similarities in how they engage perception and 
mental processes. While film theory has extensively analyzed montage, the connection between 
filmic montage and photographic techniques like multiple exposures remains underexamined. 
This paper aims to explore these parallels, drawing on the ideas of Roland Barthes, David 
Campany, Jacques Rancière, and the principles of Soviet montage theory. 
 
David Campany suggests that multiple exposures can be considered a form of photographic 
montage, paralleling filmic montage (2008, 32). Both share a layered structure that sets them 
apart from traditional photographs, shaping how they are perceived. This structural complexity 
aligns multiple exposure photography more closely with filmic montage, emphasizing their 
shared impact on perception and mental engagement. Film and photography have long been 
intertwined, both born from the desire to capture reality and, at some point, shaped by similar 
technologies: film evolved from photography. This relationship can be highlighted by a well-
known quote from Jean-Luc Godard: “Photography is truth. The cinema is truth twenty-four 
times per second” (Cristian and Dragon 2008, 1). Furthermore, the best and earliest examples 
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of the relation to photography are the works of Eadweard Muybridge and Étienne-Jules Marey, 
whose contributions will be discussed later in this paper.  
 
Although photography traditionally freezes a single moment and film unfolds over time, these 
two areas can still be connected because they share some similarities. Drawing a connection 
between these two areas and identifying their similarities–both at the beginnings of the history 
of film and in terms of their attributes–helps establish the link between filmic montage and 
multiple exposure photographs. Moreover, filmic montage may offer an effective framework 
for understanding multiple exposure photographs. 
 
When I refer to layering, I mean the nature of how the images are put together: each layer 
represents one photograph. Therefore, layering is entirely different from the traditional idea 
associated with it, such as the distinction between foreground and background. The photographs 
included in this paper will not be analysed in detail, as their significance lies in illustrating the 
broad range of interpretive possibilities they offer. A detailed analysis of each image would fall 
within the scope of a more extensive study. Furthermore, I will not display the individual 
images that make up the multiple exposures, as separating the layers is both impossible and 
unnecessary. One of the most significant aspects of multiple exposure photographs is that the 
images exposed on top of one another collectively create a single photograph: their sum 
constitutes the whole. The reason for the impossibility of separating the layers is due to 
technical constraints: regardless of whether the photographs were created using analogue or 
digital techniques, the images are exposed on top of each other. In analogue techniques, this is 
more evident: the photographs within a multiple exposure are exposed on the same part of the 
film, meaning they do not exist as separate entities. This paper aims to approach the position of 
multiple exposure photographs from a filmic perspective, even though film and photography 
nowadays do not seem to be as close to each other as they used to be. I find the operation of 
these kinds of photographs similar to the concept of the filmic montage. Due to the 
juxtapositions appearing in both cases and to the fact that they both manipulate perception and 
memory, their operation might be similar to one another. 
 
The highlighted connection between the multiple exposures and the filmic montage also appears 
in how they operate. In the case of filmic montage, the third meaning arising from two 
consecutive shots must be interpreted by the viewer almost instantaneously, as the sequence 
progresses with time and does not pause for reflection. In contrast, with multiple exposures, the 
"shots" or layers coexist simultaneously within a single frame, remaining static and available 
for contemplation as long as the viewer engages with the image. This allows the spectator to 
reflect on the photograph, transforming it into what Jacques Rancière calls a ‘pensive image,’ 
that “contains an unthought thought, that cannot be attributed to the intention of the person who 
produces it and which has an effect on the person who views it without linking it to a 
determinate object” (2009, 107). Such images incorporate the unintentional thoughts of both 
the photographer and the viewer, yet the meaning derived is predominantly shaped by the 
spectator. Jerry Uelsmann shared a similar perspective, often choosing not to title his 
photographs. This decision was motivated by his desire to leave the interpretation of meaning 
entirely to the viewer, free from the influence of his own explicit thoughts (Roland and 
Uelsmann 1993, 57). Therefore, due to the operation of filmic montage, the third meaning 
created in the spectator’s mind is a multiple exposure, while multiple exposure photographs 
operate in a different way because of their layered structure and the pensiveness they create. 
 
For these reasons and because of the similarities between the filmic montage and the multiple 
exposure photographs, I examine whether the concept of the filmic montage and the multiple 



 

171 
 

exposure photographs can be compared in terms of perception and understanding, and whether 
they can be brought closer to the viewer in terms of comprehension. In my attempt to understand 
multiple exposure photographs, I draw upon the works of American photographers: Harry 
Callahan, Jerry Uelsmann, and Man Ray, and also on Dziga Vertov’s influential film, ‘Man 
with a Movie Camera’ (1929).  
 
The choice of topic was inspired by my interest in both cinema and photography, as well as my 
fascination with the interplay between the two media. This led me to explore how multiple 
exposure photographs can be understood through the lens of filmic montage. This paper seeks 
to point out the similarities between multiple exposure photography and filmic montage, 
primarily drawing on the ideas of Roland Barthes, David Campany, and Jacques Rancière, and 
those representing the Soviet montage technique. By elucidating these connections, this paper 
also hopes to offer new insights for both those interested in film and those interested in 
photography. 
 
 
1. Historical background 
 
Film theorist Christian Metz also sought to establish the fundamental connection between film 
and photography. He argued that, although photography and film share technical similarities, 
they differ significantly in their relationships to objecthood, time, and framing. Film is an 
immaterial, virtual projection that unfolds in the present as it is watched, whereas photography 
is a fixed, tangible object and image that belongs to the past (Campany 2008, 11). 
 
Apart from the fact that both photography and film share a photographic base, the link between 
them can be established through ‘chronophotographers’, particularly Etienne-Jules Marey and 
Eadweard Muybridge (Campany 2008, 22). Muybridge used banks of cameras to capture 
sequential moments of human and animal locomotion, while Marey employed multiple 
exposures on single photographic plates to record movement within a single frame (Campany 
2008, 22). Muybridge recorded the movements of both animals and nudes of females and males. 
However, his most renowned work resolved the question of whether, during galloping, there is 
a moment when all four legs of a horse are in the air simultaneously. To create the photographs, 
Muybridge set up a racecourse lined with 15-foot-wide sheets, marked with lines at 21-inch 
intervals. As the horse galloped by, its hooves triggered cotton threads, activating shutters on 
twelve cameras positioned across from the sheets (Marien 2021). 
 
Marey was deeply interested in the phases of movement and extensively studied both animal 
and human locomotion (Marien 2021). He was also inspired by the work of Muybridge. In the 
early 1880s, Marey invented the gun camera, which allowed him to capture rapid movements. 
The fast exposure time was facilitated by advancements in dry-plate technology. Improving his 
photographic tools, he designed a system in which the light-sensitive material moved with each 
exposure. A rotating disk with evenly spaced slots was positioned in front of the open camera 
lens and spun to control the exposure intervals. It was an addition to the camera that allowed 
the capture of motion on a single photographic plate (Marien 2021). 
 
Both Muybridge and Marey focused on movement, and Muybridge even created one way to 
animate his images, the zoopraxiscope (Campany 2008, 22). Muybridge’s device was first 
demonstrated in 1879. He used the zoopraxiscope with his own photographs of motion, often 
heavily outlined or painted over, to create a form of motion (Marien 2021). There were other 
attempts to make the photographic stills move, such as the phenakistoscope and the 
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praxinoscope. These techniques created the illusion of motion, tricking the eye into perceiving 
continuous movement (Marien 2021). In cinematic terms, Marey’s images resembled 
translucent film frames layered on top of one another, while Muybridge’s looked like waiting 
for animation and motion to come (Campany 2008, 22). Marey even produced a short film 
demonstrating the mechanics of the human hand in July 1889 (Marien 2021). All of this shows 
that multiple exposures, the desire to understand and capture movement, and the attempt to 
create moving images were present from an early moment of photography.  
 
The French Congress of Photographic Societies gathered in Lyon on 11 June 1895. At that time, 
photography had been around for approximately 60 years, while cinema was a recent invention 
(Campany 2008, 7). In 1895, Louis and Auguste Lumière patented the first projection system 
and movie camera, their Cinématographe. During filming, the Lumière brothers kept the camera 
stationary, and their films, lasting around 45–55 seconds, were unedited, as determined by the 
length of their film rolls. The term ‘motion pictures’ nicely captures the nature of their films: 
they were “photographs that moved” (davidcampany, 2023). Although the first film screened 
publicly was the Lumière brothers’ La Sortie des usines Lumiére [Workers Leaving a Factory] 
(1895), David Campany begins the shared history of photography and film with the Lumière 
brothers’ Arrivée des congressistes à Neuville-sur-Saône [The Photographic Congress Arrives 
in Neuville-sur-Saône]. This film, he argues, represents the first meeting of cinema and 
photography, especially in cinema’s terms (Campany 2008, 8). 
 
Among the attempts to bring cinema and photography closer to each other was the Film und 
Foto exhibition in 1929, held in Stuttgart (Campany 2008, 9). The show drew together 
approximately one thousand photographic works and movie stills from the Soviet Union, 
Europe, and the United States. It demonstrated reciprocal uses of techniques that mainstream 
cinema took over from experimental photography and film. Among these techniques were 
montages, camera angles, and superimpositions (Marien 2021). In the exhibition, the interplay 
between photography and cinema was clearly demonstrated (Marien 2021). The show brought 
together a wide diversity of photographs and films, and some of the exhibitors represented both 
fields (Campany 2008, 9–10). Some of these works were created by reproducing their still 
photographs and transforming them into moving equivalents, resulting in multi-layered film 
essays (Marien 2021). The exhibition also featured works by Sergei Eisenstein, Vsevolod 
Pudovkin, and Dziga Vertov, prominent representatives of Soviet montage. Man Ray was one 
of the key figures who made notable contributions to both photography and film (Campany 
2008, 9). He also used photographic techniques in his films: he applied the rayograph in his 
film, Le Retour á la Raison (The Return to Reason) (1923) (Marien 2021). 
 
The year 1929 marked significant milestones in the history of film and photography. It was not 
only the year when the strong connection between the two mediums broke following the 
exhibition Film und Foto due to the advent of sound in cinema (Campany 2008, 34; 2018, 35), 
but it was also the year when Dziga Vertov’s influential film, ‘Man with a Movie Camera,’ was 
created. Additionally, it was also the year when the standard frame rate for films was established 
at twenty-four frames per second (Marien 2021). These changes were closely linked to the 
introduction of sound, which indirectly enabled the emergence of filmmaking as a commercial 
industry and the rise of large studios. Furthermore, this period witnessed the transition of 
experimental film and photography into documentary forms (Marien 2021). 
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2. Multiple exposure photographs and filmic montage 
 
This section will address in detail the two key concepts of the paper: photographic multiple 
exposure and filmic montage. As discussed above, multiple exposure photographs are 
photographs exposed on top of each other. This can be achieved using both analogue and digital 
techniques. When created with analogue cameras, multiple exposures are made on the same 
section of film. The process is similar to that of digital cameras, where the number of exposures 
can be pre-selected, and the camera combines them automatically. Additionally, these effects 
can be created during post-production, either in the darkroom using traditional techniques or 
through digital software. 
 
The way the shots are put together to create a film is referred to as editing (Hayward 2023, 154). 
According to Susan Hayward, there are four types of editing: continuity editing, cross-cutting 
or parallel editing, deep focus, and montage (Hayward 2023, 154). The word ‘montage’ is 
created from the French word meaning “to edit,” which means how the pieces of footage are 
assembled to form a whole. In filmic terms, it usually refers to the fast editing style of the Soviet 
filmmakers from the 1920s (Nelmes 2012, 448). With the use of continuity editing, the 
transition between shots is invisible, ensuring that the events follow one another in 
chronological order; it “ensures narrative continuity” (Hayward 2023, 154). Parallel editing, in 
contrast, is used to depict two actions that occur at different times but are related to each other 
(Hayward 2023, 155–156), while cross-cutting is used to connect two concurrent actions. These 
actions run independently within the narrative, and the aim of this editing style is to build 
suspense (Hayward 2023, 155). Deep focus is employed to reduce the manipulation of the 
spectator because, with the use of this editing style, they are less tied to the narrative, allowing 
a freer interpretation of the sequence of shots (Hayward 2023, 156). The fourth type of editing, 
montage, is closely linked to Soviet cinema (Hayward 2023, 383). 
 
The montage style was used in Soviet cinema between 1924 and 1930; the leading figures of 
this style were Sergei Eisenstein, Lev Kuleshov, Vsevolod Pudovkin, and Dziga Vertov 
(Bordwell 1972, 9). It served as a tool to control rhythm, create rhetorical points and metaphors, 
and construct narrative by directing the viewer’s focus from one narrative element to another 
or creating an artificial sense of time and space (Bordwell 1972, 9). The Soviet montage is often 
associated with Sergei Eisenstein, although it was Lev Kuleshov who first devised the idea 
(Hayward 2023, 156). In his films, Eisenstein built upon Kuleshov’s theory, which emphasized 
that all visual elements in film must embody conflict or collision (Hayward 2023, 156).  
 
The Kuleshov effect illustrates that cinematic meaning emerges from the arrangement of shots 
in a sequence, rather than from an individual shot on its own. Therefore, visual meaning and 
content are created by the arrangement and combination of shots. The specific content of each 
shot is less crucial than how two shots with different content are linked and the way their 
transition is structured (Prince and Hensley 1992, 60). Changing the context of a shot by putting 
it in a different order changes the meaning of both the sequence and the shot. The meaning of 
a filmic shot is acquired by the shots coming before and after it (Hayward 2023, 386). For the 
spectator, the effect of the juxtaposition is that the expression on the actor’s face (Ivan 
Mozzhukhin) in Kuleshov’s experiment changes as a result of the shifting sequence of shots 
(Hayward 2023, 386).  
 
It was stated in the case of the experiment conducted by Kuleshov that editing has greater power 
over acting (Prince and Hensley 1992, 61). This is also true of multiple exposure photographs: 
the arrangement of the layers, the different photographs exposed on top of each other, has more 
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power than the individual photographs themselves would have, because of the effect they have 
on the spectator. Just as in the case of filmic montage, where rearranging the same shots in a 
different order creates a completely new “montage context” (Prince and Hensley 1992, 61), 
when creating multiple exposure photographs, different meanings can be conveyed simply by 
combining the layers in different ways. A compelling example of this can be seen in the 
photographs of Jerry Uelsmann. Had he placed the different layers in alternate positions, the 
meaning and overall impact of the photographs would have been entirely different. 
 
Eisenstein presented a more radical view on montage than Kuleshov (Hayward 2023, 387). 
From his perspective, montage is not based on mere juxtapositions, but rather on collision and 
conflict. This conflict arises both between the shots and within the individual shots themselves 
(Hayward 2023, 386). When one looks at a multiple exposure photograph, both collision and 
conflict are present. Eisenstein employed the montage technique with the intention of provoking 
thought in the spectator (Hayward 2023, 389). Eisenstein’s montage theory is also very similar 
to what happens in the case of multiple exposure photographs, but an important difference is 
that superimpositions in photographs are present not only in the mind and during perception, 
but also in the photographs themselves. While in filmic montage, they are only present on the 
level of perception. Cinematic meaning is created only when the elements, the “cells” or 
“building blocks,” are joined together, as these independent components “receive an animating 
principle” (Andrew 1976, 51–52). Since multiple exposure photographs lack a moving nature, 
the equivalent of the previously mentioned “cells” or “building blocks” are the layers they 
contain. Eisenstein demonstrated this idea using the example of a bird, a child, and a mouth. 
When the shots of the bird and the mouth are juxtaposed, they lead to the meaning of “to sing,” 
in contrast to the juxtaposition of the child and the mouth, which produces the meaning of “to 
scream” (Andrew 1976, 51). 
 
Placing more layers of photographs on top of each other leads to a similar result. Meaning is 
produced by our minds based on the specific interactions between shots, which are connected 
by their contrast or similarity (Andrew 1976, 52). By placing shots side by side, their interaction 
creates a sense of collision, producing meaning from the contrast (Hayward 2023, 156). In the 
case of his montage works, it is important that the fast editing of the set of images, associated 
with Eisenstein, causes a collision. This collision creates a third meaning in the mind of the 
spectator, arising from the interaction of the two sets of images (Hayward 2023, 157). 
Therefore, the meaning of the sets of images is created by the spectator, requiring a creative 
response from them (Hayward 2023, 157). The importance of fast editing in montage appears 
when the collision occurs (Hayward 2023, 156). Additionally, Eisenstein’s editing style places 
the image over both characterization and narrative (Hayward 2023, 156). 
 
The fact that a “third set of images” is constructed in the mind of a spectator (Hayward 2023, 
157) might also be true for multiple exposure photographs due to their layered structure. 
Multiple exposure photographs contain several images, which are presented to the spectator 
more rapidly than in Eisenstein’s montages. While the shots of Eisenstein are moving, leaving 
little time for the spectator to think about them, the photographs are still allowing the viewer to 
examine them for a much longer period. Due to the continuous nature of the filmic montage, 
whether there will be a third meaning, a mental image of two occurring shots, is completely 
dependent on the spectator’s previous knowledge and how he or she perceives the information. 
In contrast, in the case of multiple exposures, this third meaning, this mental image, is already 
there as the spectator looks at the photograph, since the “shots,” the layers are superimposed on 
one another due to the technical characteristics of the process. 
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The world and the meaning of different objects are created by our minds, while the placement 
and the sequence of the shots play an important role in the process of perceiving (Andrew 1976, 
192). When Andrew discusses the ideas of Jean Mitry, he states that “[t]he editing process of 
the filmic analogue of this mental operation” (1976, 192). To be able to interpret two contrasting 
shots in the right way and to create a narrative, the spectator needs pre-existing knowledge 
(Andrew 1976, 197) which also applies to the interpretation of multiple exposure photographs, 
because, as referred to above, for example, in the case of Jerry Uelsmann’s photographs, the 
viewer is left without a title, which means that they can only rely on the previous knowledge 
and experiences they have (Roland and Uelsmann 2009, 57). 
 
Montage techniques can be applied not only in film, but also in painting, drama, sculpture, 
literature, and music (Bordwell 1972, 10). The logic behind the filmic montage techniques also 
seems to appear in photography, particularly through photographic montage, juxtapositions, 
photo series, and, importantly, in multiple exposure photographs. With the help of these 
photographs, the spectator can build a narrative, recognise and connect metaphors. 
 
 
3. Harry Callahan, Jerry Uelsmann, and Man Ray 
 
Harry Callahan (1912–1999) was a self-taught photographer who decided to take photography 
seriously under the influence of Ansel Adams. He was invited by László Moholy-Nagy to teach 
at the Chicago Institute of Design, and after leaving the institute, he joined the Rhode Island 
School of Design in Providence, where he taught until his retirement (Loke 1999, 31). Until he 
was unable to do so, Callahan took photographs every day and developed films each night (Loke 
1999, 30), which shows his deep dedication to the medium and the capturing of life around him. 
The main subjects of his photographs were the streets, his wife, and his daughter. He was 
committed to capturing the everyday beauty around him, and he had a strong opinion on what 
art should represent. In one interview, he remarked, “I think that art has to tell you more than 
just making a beautiful photograph,” adding, “Art has to say something about human life.” 
(Loke 1999, 31). This philosophy is reflected in his work, which often highlights the beauty of 
ordinary life, even in vast and inhospitable urban environments (Marien 2021). His photographs 
were deeply influenced by his feelings and the world surrounding him (Loke 1999, 31). 
Callahan’s atmospheric street photographs are characterized by stark black-and-white contrasts, 
with minimal inclusion of middle grey tones (Marien 2021), making his style highly 
recognizable. 
 
Jerry Uelsmann (1934–2022) entered the world of photography relatively early on. As a high 
school student, he began taking photographs with his brother and father, and he also 
photographed for his school’s newspaper (Roland and Uelsmann 1993, 56–57). Then he studied 
photography at Rochester Institute of Technology and later on at Indiana University (Roland 
and Uelsmann 1993, 56). At the Rochester Institute of Technology, he was a student of Minor 
White, whose influence can be seen in Uelsmann’s photographs, especially through the printing 
techniques Uelsmann used (Marien, 2021). Through his precise and meticulous combination-
printing methods, Uelsmann created imaginative worlds, parallel realities, where nature 
operates in unusual ways on Earth (Marien 2021). He placed real objects and human forms in 
unreal, surreal, and dreamlike contexts. His work explores the unconscious mind by creating 
dreamlike imaginaries. Uelsmann’s photographs challenge our sense of reality and the 
plausibility of the images (Roland and Uelsmann 1933, 56). In 2012, in one of his interviews, 
he said that he liked the idea of being able to create a reality that is different from what is given 
to the eye, from the real world, but at the same time, this is the way he could connect with the 
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world (Uelsmann, 2012). Creating his haunting images, he combined different images from 
multiple negatives. Often, he chose not to title his photographs, leaving their interpretation 
entirely to the viewer. In addition to his artistic contributions, Uelsmann served as a university 
professor for nearly thirty years (Roland and Uelsmann 1993, 56). 
 
Man Ray (Emmanuel Radnitzky, 1890–1976) began experimenting with camera-less 
photography in 1922, describing the process as “working directly with light itself” (MoMA). 
He is best known for these camera-less photographs, which he called rayographs—a term that 
combines the word “photograph” with his own name (MoMA). He worked in the age of 
Surrealism, which was profoundly influenced by Sigmund Freud’s theories, particularly those 
exploring unconscious desires, including the free association of words and ideas, and dream 
analysis. By fostering deeper contact with the inner world of imagination, Surrealists supported 
the transformation of human experience and perception (Marien 2021).  
 
Although the process of creating photograms has been present since the 1830s, and László 
Moholy-Nagy also had similar works, Man Ray wanted to highlight the abstraction of images 
by placing the objects in irrational combinations. He produced negative images by placing all 
kinds of materials, objects, or even parts of his or his model’s body onto photosensitized paper, 
and then exposing them to light (MoMA). He also released a collection of these rayographs in 
a portfolio titled Champs délicieux in December 1922, and the following year he expanded the 
rayograph technique to moving images by creating his film Le Retour à la raison (Return to 
Reason) (MoMA). Man Ray is a key figure in both film and photography, as his contributions 
to these media were significant, and he also participated in the landmark Film und Foto 
exhibition in 1929 (Campany 2008, 9). 
 
Although the styles and aesthetics of these three photographers are fundamentally different, I 
have chosen their works for this paper because their use of multiple exposures effectively 
highlights the conflicts that appear when viewing such images. Additionally, all three 
photographers engage with and challenge human perception through their art. The diversity in 
their photographs further supports the argument that the layered structure inherent in multiple 
exposures distinguishes them from traditional photographs. 
 
 
4. ‘Man with a Movie Camera’ 
 
Dziga Vertov (1896–1954), who was a cinematographer in the Soviet Union, employed 
montaged scenes, unusual camera angles, and superimpositions in his films (Marien 2021), and 
he was particularly interested in the link between communication and transport (Sergio 2009, 
2). This interest is evident in one of his most renowned works, that is ‘Man with a Movie 
Camera.’ In this film, the spectator follows a cameraman as he captures modern life in the city 
(Marien 2021). His work was influenced by the ideas of Lev Kuleshov (Hayward 2023, 386). 
In ‘Man with a Movie Camera’, Vertov ensured that the audience became aware of the editor, 
the cameraman, and the entire process of filmmaking (Nelmes 2012, 469). In terms of 
comprehension, this film is a challenge for the audience because of its complex chains of 
signification created by the editing process (Nelmes 2012, 469, 471). Due to its aesthetic impact 
and motion effects, it is a cinematic landmark (Schrader 2015, 55). Although Vertov 
emphasized making the audience aware of the deliberately constructed nature of his films, he 
also believed that much of cinema’s power lies in its ability to mechanically capture events that 
occur in front of the camera (Nelmes 2012, 451). Thus, viewing the camera as a mechanical 
device, he was interested in capturing the ‘truth’ (Nelmes 2012, 468).  
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‘Man with a Movie Camera’ is not only interesting because of the montage technique and 
juxtapositions it used, but also because of the historical turning point that happened the year it 
was made: sound was introduced into films in 1929. The first Soviet sound films were released 
in 1929, and the introduction of sound made it impossible to create film with either rapid editing 
or complex camera movement, because for recording the sound, non-moveable cameras were 
needed (Nelmes 2012, 474). 
 
5. Studium, punctum, and the pensive image 
 
The ideas of Roland Barthes can greatly enhance the understanding of multiple exposure 
photographs. Barthes introduces two key elements in his influential book, Camera Lucida, 
which are essential when discussing and interpreting photographs: the opposition of studium 
and punctum. According to him, the general interest, understanding, and cultural knowledge 
that a viewer brings to a photograph is referred to as studium. The other concept by which a 
photograph can be studied is the punctum, which, in contrast to the studium, is not a general 
understanding but an element in the photograph that is present yet cannot be explicitly named. 
The punctum “pricks” the viewer and captures their attention, although, as mentioned 
previously, the viewer cannot identify exactly what it is that draws their attention (Barthes 2010, 
25–27). If they can name it, it is not the punctum, but rather the studium, because the punctum 
is never coded, whereas the studium is (Barthes 2010, 51). Barthes made a similar distinction 
in his earlier essay, “The Photographic Message,” where he expressed a duality in photographs. 
In that study, he called the coded message the connoted message that can be understood by the 
general public, and the other one the denoted message (the analogon) (Barthes 1977, 17). In 
this sense, the analogon, or the denoted message, parallels the punctum, whereas the connoted 
message corresponds to the studium. 
 
In the case of the multiple exposure photographs, the same structure, studium and punctum, can 
be identified. However, a key difference from the original studium-punctum theory is that in 
multiple exposure photographs, it is often the punctum that is recognized first due to the 
complexity and multi-layered nature of these images. It is the studium that is connected to the 
punctum and not the other way around. As Barthes wrote, “[t]o recognise the studium is 
inevitably to encounter the photographer’s intentions, to enter harmony with them, to approve 
or disapprove of them, but always to understand them, to argue them within myself” (2010, 27–
28). With multiple exposure photographs, meaning and understanding do not come immediately 
because there are more layers and images present. It is a kind of disorientation, similar to the 
"prick" that is first noticed in these photographs, with the studium appearing individually at 
these levels. When these two levels come together, and the meaning is constructed by the 
viewer, we get to the studium, before that, it is only the punctum. Therefore, it remains true that 
“while remaining a ‘detail,’ it fills the whole picture” at first (Barthes 2010, 45). The layers 
cannot be named separately because they are inseparable from each other, meaning is formed 
by their co-existence.  
 
Furthermore, he wrote about the punctum that “whether or not it triggers, it is an addition. It is 
what I add to the photograph and what is nonetheless already there” (Barthes 2010, 55). In the 
case of multiple exposure photographs, while previous knowledge is important, more layers are 
present, and already there, and they form the punctum together. They are part of the punctum 
because, as Barthes stated, “[w]hat I can name cannot really prick me” (2010, 51). If these 
layers could be named, they could be separated, their meaning would be obvious at first, and 
they would be part of the studium. More layers are in themselves additions, because more 
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photographs are present as one by having been exposed more times on the same part of a film. 
The viewer also has to add their own interpretations (as part of the studium). Therefore, the 
multiple layers in the case of multiple exposures are immediately part of the punctum because 
one cannot separate the two from each other at first, and one cannot name the layers separately. 
They are present together and are inseparable from each other.  
 
What Sally Miller says in her book, Contemporary Photography and Theory, about the 
operation of Lucas Blalock’s works, is similar to the operation of the multiple exposure 
photographs. The concept of his photographs is similar to the perplexity that multiple exposure 
images bring with them. He is known for his “poor” digital editing techniques and meaning 
formation through them (Miller 2020, 109). As Sally Miller, in Blalock’s work, repetition plays 
a crucial role: meaning arises as a result of the interaction of the signifiers. Thus, meaning is 
not given by the individual signifiers, but they all make up the signifying chain, and it is the 
interaction of the whole that gives the meaning (Miller 2020, 110–111). The same is true for 
multiple exposure photographs in general. Even though multiple layers and the photographs 
could exist individually, one-by-one, and give meaning as individual photographs, because they 
are photographed on top of each other, they produce meaning together; it is the whole that is 
appearing. The layers could have their meaning(s) individually, but since they are inseparable 
from each other, they constitute the meaning together. 
 
Moreover, due to this multi-layered nature, multiple meanings can emerge, arising across 
various levels. Even though the layers of the multiple exposure photographs cannot be 
separated, the individual layers may possibly bring different meanings with them. All of these 
meanings are added together, which leads us back to the concept of addition by Barthes 
mentioned previously. In the case of multiple exposure photographs, while the separate 
meanings cannot always be explicitly identified or pointed out, two outcomes are possible. First, 
the meanings coexist: they may either compete with one another or peacefully complement each 
other; however, what remains crucial is their simultaneous presence. Second, these multiple 
layers and their meanings may cease to exist individually and merge instead. In this process, 
the meanings extinguish each other to some extent, and a third meaning emerges—similar to 
the Kuleshov effect. This newly formed meaning ultimately brings us back to Roland Barthes’ 
concepts. The meaning, from the co-existence of these images, is created by the spectator. 
 
In his essay “The Third Meaning,” Roland Barthes introduced a third layer of understanding of 
images in film and photography. He demonstrates his ideas through examples from Eisenstein’s 
films. The first level is the informational level, while the second is the symbolic level. Both 
levels are similar to the connoted message introduced in one of his previously mentioned essays, 
“The Photographic Message”. The first, informational level is the level of communication: it 
contains everything that can be known about the setting of a film, the characters, their relations, 
the costumes, and even about the story (Barthes 1977, 52). The second, symbolic level is a 
deeper level than the previous one; it contains different kinds of symbolism, for example, 
historical symbolism that can be connected to the scene, to the characters, to the historical 
period, etc. However, the third meaning is neither connoted nor denoted, but is rather similar to 
the punctum. This third level cannot be named but holds the attention of the spectator as the 
punctum does. This level appears to go beyond the straightforward, structured path and both 
beyond the informational and symbolic levels with their connotations; instead, it seems to open 
up an endless field of meaning (Barthes 1977, 55).  
 
In the operation of the filmic montage, this third meaning is a multiple exposure created in the 
spectator’s mind, while multiple exposure photographs have this characteristic due to their 
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layered structure. This level of meaning cannot be described because it does not replicate 
anything (Barthes 1977, 61). It is also at this level that meaning emerges without directly 
addressing the story (Barthes 1977, 64). As this level is similar to the punctum, it is composed 
of small things that capture the viewer's attention but cannot be explained. 
 
In creating the meaning and the mental image, both the studium and the punctum are important: 
the punctum gets the viewer’s attention (unconsciously), and the studium in this case is the one 
that keeps their attention, because the pre-existing knowledge of the individual plays an 
important role in forming the meaning of multiple exposure photographs. Moreover, because 
of these mental processes and the strong connection between the studium and punctum, these 
layers, both in the photographs and in the mind, are emerging. This leads us to the concept of 
the ‘pensive image’ by Jacques Rancière, which refers to a state where the spectator is curious, 
but has thoughts that even he or she is unable to identify properly. This state is somewhere 
between being active and passive, meaning that the spectator is neither entirely active nor 
passive (Rancière 2009, 107). Rancière stated in The Emancipated Spectator that the opposition 
of punctum and studium cannot be entirely applied to the photographs, because the punctum 
starts to act as the studium, which can be seen and is connected to the viewer’s previous 
knowledge. The concepts of the studium and the punctum become one by being blurred together 
(Rancière 2009, 109–111). In multiple exposure photographs, the layers containing the studium 
and the punctum also blur and emerge because these layers are present together. 
 
The concept of ‘pensive image’ is also in strong connection with Roland Barthes’ ‘third 
meaning’, since neither of them represents the concrete meaning, but the possibility of different 
meanings and interpretations. This pensiveness is also the result of a state in which the viewer 
is between the author’s thought and his or her own interpretation (Rancière 2009, 122). It also 
pauses the action and keeps the moment alive, but stops it from reaching a clear ending, leaving 
everything uncertain (Rancière 2009, 123). Let us look at this lack of a clear ending through 
Harry Callahan’s photograph, Providence. In Callahan’s photograph, the viewer sees the 
woman, the crowd, and the shop window at the same time, which brings the pensiveness. When 
it is looked at for a bit longer, one starts to see them separately, but the separate meanings start 
to merge, to form a completely different interpretation, yet there is no one exact conclusion or 
meaning that the viewer can reach. The pensiveness is present in multiple exposures, because 
by containing more layers, the spectator is constantly switching between them and spending 
more time analysing multiple exposure photographs than with filmic montage, as the latter are 
going forward and changing with time. 
 
With this pensiveness, the intention of the artist is present, but the meaning is created by the 
spectator (Rancière 2009, 128). This can be clearly seen in the works of Jerry Uelsmann. As 
referred to above, he often did not title his photographs, leaving room for the spectator to 
interpret them and not giving them a meaning that was created by the photographer.   Therefore, 
it can be said that the ‘pensive image’ evokes thoughts. These thoughts cannot be identified by 
the spectator, as in the case of Barthes’ “third meaning” and punctum. Because these thoughts 
cannot be identified, the attention of the spectator is held by pensiveness for much longer than 
in the case of filmic montage, where there is no time to think about the occurring shots, as they 
are changing over time. 
 
For these particular photographs, it is also true, as Barthes said, that when one distances oneself 
from the image, only then can one see it really, and this can only happen by closing one’s eyes 
or looking away (Barthes 2010, 53). The photograph can be understood most effectively when 
there is silence in terms of not looking at the photograph directly; only in this state of mind can 
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the details reach consciousness (Barthes 2010, 55). This is similar to Descartes’ idea that one 
does not see with their eyes but with their mind (Crary 1998, 247). Only when you do not look 
at that photograph does the image of the boat become so vivid that it is almost disturbing, and 
one cannot think of anything else but the boat in that specific photograph. The switch between 
the layers and the attention holding can be seen in the photographs above. In Man Ray’s 
Rayograph (Figure 13), the spectator is switching between the darker and the lighter objects, 
while in the case of Harry Callahan’s Detroit (Figure 9), switching is present between the roads, 
the buildings, the buses, and the people. 
 
 
Conclusion  
 
In this paper, I aimed to examine whether the multiple exposure photographs can be compared 
with the Soviet montage technique and can bring the spectators closer. For this, I used the works 
of three American photographers, Harry Callahan, Jerry Uelsmann, and Man Ray, along with 
Dziga Vertov’s film, ‘Man with a Movie Camera’. The operation of montage editing is similar 
to the operation of multiple exposure photographs. Their shared history helped to establish the 
first connection between them, but their similar operation made it even stronger. Although a 
third meaning can be created from both two filmic shots and multiple exposures, the spectator’s 
previous knowledge plays an important role in creating them; in some terms, multiple exposures 
and the filmic montage are different. 
 
The meaning of a cinematic shot in montage technique is acquired by the shots that come before 
and after it, with multiple exposure, the “building blocks’, the layers are present at the same 
time and can be viewed for a longer period of time than the moving shots. Whether there will 
be a third meaning, a mental image of two occurring shots, is completely dependent on the 
spectator’s previous knowledge and how he or she perceives the information, due to the fast 
pace of the Soviet montage. Contrasted, in the case of the multiple exposures, this third 
meaning, this mental image, is already there as the spectator looks at the photograph, since the 
“shots,” the layers are superimposed on one another due to the technical characteristics of the 
process. 
 
In getting closer to multiple exposure photographs, Roland Barthes’s concepts of studium and 
punctum are also important terms. In their case, there is a key difference from the original 
studium-punctum theory. Due to the complexity of these photographs, it is often the punctum 
that is recognised first, and not the studium, and it is the studium that is connected to the 
punctum, not the other way around. Both in the case of Barthes’s “third meaning” and 
Rancière’s “pensive image,” no concrete meaning is represented, but the possibility of different 
meanings and interpretations. During this pensiveness, the spectator switches between the 
different layers. In the operation of filmic montage, the third meaning created is akin to a 
multiple exposure, formed in the spectator’s mind. In contrast, multiple exposure photographs 
achieve this nature due to their layered structure, which generates pensiveness in the viewer. 
While they share many similarities, they operate in different ways in the mental processes they 
evoke. 
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Abstract: The essay commences from contemporary examples from blockbuster and action 
movies that present a completely different formal and structural approach to Hollywood 
narratives than either the classical, studio period, or the later, new Hollywood films. The author 
identifies three stages in the change of narrative models in Hollywood’s cinematic output 
through the past century that in fact parallels some significant shifts in the global economy and 
in the development of technology. An alternative model of the history of filmic narrative 
structure gets its shape in juxtaposing the three different levels of economy, technology, and 
cinema that sheds light onto the interrelatedness of these seemingly unrelated trajectories. The 
essay offers an insight into the contemporary model-in-formation that it calls “platform cinema” 
based on the economic and technological model of the platform as defined by Nick Srnicek. 
The author situates today’s structural and formulaic changes in recent mainstream Hollywood 
cinema in the framework of the new logic of the platform and proposes a critical-historical 
model to argue for the contiguity of shifts rather than emphasizing the breaks in the way film 
narratives developed in terms of structure and form in Hollywood. 
 
Keywords: platform cinema, Hollywood, intensified continuity, Fordism, lean production 
 
 
Jason Bourne finds himself in a tight spot with an anonymous adversary, his pursuer, in an 
apartment room somewhere in the narrow streets of Morocco. There are no superweapons, 
spectacular jumps, battle cries designed to intimidate and amount to a declaration of war, no 
spectacular sequences of movements, just a barrage of blows, each one utilitarian in its own 
way: all that matters is what hits the target, what disarms and immobilizes the other, knocking 
him off balance for a moment. What has changed since Bourne’s close combat technique in the 
1970s? Well, perhaps the most striking thing is not the economy of martial arts, a fighting style 
stripped of frills, meditative character, formality, and choreography, but that I, the viewer, am 
actually Bourne’s fist. A new cinematic fist that falls, rises, approaches, swings, stumbles, and 
flies along with Bourne’s body; a disembodied organ with its own point of view, sometimes 
even multiple points of view, receiving visual impulses at such a speed that it is impossible to 
perceive them logically as a coherent whole. A bodiless struggle, detached from space, reigns 
supreme, an uninterrupted flow of energy whose electrical discharges can be compared to 
editing techniques. While in classical Hollywood storytelling, with its diamond-cut editing 
technique, it made sense to examine the density of cuts in a single scene at most, today, 
regardless of genre, it is the number of cuts per second that matters. While the goal of point-of-
view editing was to maintain the space-time continuum as smoothly and inconspicuously as 
possible, it seems as if today filmmakers pay no attention to this: Godard’s or Antonioni’s jump 
cuts have become such commonplace, established tools that their speed must be increased in 
order for a sequence to have any effect. 
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What happened? How did we get to the point where—even though it is slowly abandoning 
almost all of its basic stylistic tools—Hollywood is still Hollywood, and viewers still easily 
navigate the dense forest of representation techniques that are becoming more complex and 
seemingly incomprehensible to the senses with each passing day? How did we get to the point 
where today’s viewers no longer need the now rather didactic narrative spatial models that were 
intended to mark the coherence of space-time in classic feature films, such as point-of-view 
editing and causal editing structures? How did we get to the point where a continuous plot 
becomes so fragmented, disjointed, fast-paced, and incomprehensible that we are only able to 
follow it because of some kind of visceral connection—yet we are able to do so without any 
effort? 
 
It seems that, however sharp the change may appear, however different today’s films may seem 
compared to those made before the twenty first century, there is a complex process behind the 
changes, permeating the history of culture, the economy, and society (not so deeply, modestly 
hidden, restrained) behind the changes, the effects of which bring mutual benefits in all areas—
at least as far as so-called “progress” is concerned. By development, we mean the process that 
is perhaps best expressed by the principle of utility: utilitarian political considerations prevail 
(Davies 2016), insofar as we accept that the goal is the “happiness” of the viewer, that is, their 
satisfaction, to which all means (narrative, visual, technological, and distributional) must be 
subordinated. In other words, the cinema experience must be made as comfortable and 
enjoyable as possible, with profits reinvested in further development—in line with a typically 
capitalist consumption model. 
 
In this study, I will argue that feature films as cultural products, as forms, and as defining 
cultural interfaces (Manovich 2001, 78) changed in close connection with the technological and 
economic processes that took place during the 20th century, and that these changes were 
continuously and gradually incorporated into their narrative and representational models. Since 
these processes did not occur radically, overnight, the representational model of feature films 
also changed almost imperceptibly before our eyes. The periodization, which here refers to the 
categorization of processes, may seem somewhat arbitrary, as it necessarily has to mark 
cornerstones; however, I do not link these to specific years or events, but rather to kinds of 
convergence points when the three areas under examination—cinematic representation, 
economic model, and technological development—result in a characteristic conjunction. 
 
Ultimately, the study seeks to demonstrate that film has responded quite sensitively to economic 
and technological changes throughout its history, to such an extent that it has been able to 
change its own formal characteristics while retaining its fundamental properties. In other words, 
the history of film, its formal changes, and its structural transformations have been strongly 
influenced by the inseparable development of the economy and technology. As a result, 
although it is quite far removed from the classic feature film model in terms of narrative 
technique (since it breaks almost all of its rules), it still manages to create narrative cohesion. 
Although technologically speaking, we can no longer talk about film in the classical sense 
(since the medium has shifted almost entirely from analog to digital, thus completely losing its 
fundamental physical characteristics), the development of digital technology has made it 
possible to recreate the analog effect, which—from a visual point of view (despite cinema’s 
irrealism (Stam 2000, 132))—is capable of creating a kind of photorealism that is typically 
characteristic of physical recordings. The combination of all these factors can compensate for 
what cinema incorporates into its own structure as a kind of reflexive response to economic 
changes (some of which it has experienced firsthand): that is, as we shall see, changes in 
economic models sooner or later (and rather sooner) have an impact on the appearance and 
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execution of films of a given era. We are therefore claiming nothing less than that a given film 
bears the symptoms not only of social, technological, or cultural models, but also of specific 
economic (financing, production, and distribution) models. This brings us from the medium of 
film to the era of platform cinema, an arc that can be clearly outlined even when taking into 
account the radical differences between the beginnings and today’s situation. 
 
 
1. “Everybody’s a dreamer and everybody’s a star” – The Dream Factory 
 
Hollywood’s classical narrative style is perhaps the most striking example of how economic, 
aesthetic, and formal frameworks intertwine, postulating and delimiting each other at the same 
time. The perhaps clichéd recipe of the early 20th-century American “dream factory” (a phrase 
coined by Hortense Powdermaker), which organized films produced on an assembly line into 
genre clusters, is a topos in the cultural consciousness that likens the creation of cinema to the 
operation of a factory. On the one hand (artistic, aesthetic, perhaps cultural), this established 
idea seems disparaging and demeaning, as it does not seem to support the lofty ethos of the 
“seventh art;” on the other hand, it suggests a mature, functional, self-sustaining model and a 
forward-looking, sustainable system (economic, financial, perhaps marketing). 
 
As John Belton puts it, the birth and functioning of cinema in the United States is not merely a 
technological or artistic and cultural issue, but rather a story of institutionalization. This 
institutionalization can be seen in the complete intertwining of culture and economics, as the 
phenomenon can be observed on several levels: it has economic, social, technological, 
psychological, and narrative implications (Belton 2012, 4–5). The popular belief that 
Hollywood film production revolves around money in economic terms is not far off the mark. 
In order to ensure that this was available in sufficient quantity and continuity, they had to build 
a real industry, which included not only the studio infrastructure itself, but also the 
superstructure built on it: precise recipes for genre films, mass-produced products that are 
accessible everywhere, and a star system that makes the whole thing marketable in everyday 
life (87). Belton explains the latter component as a kind of secondary mental mechanism that 
works to ensure that the audience’s deepest desire is to visit movie theaters at every opportunity 
(5).  
 
Perhaps this is where the logic of its social institutionalization can be found: in the age of mass 
culture, it provides the most suitable contact zone for the population raised in it (siphoning off 
the income-generating social stratum from theaters that cannot even aspire to reach the 
industrial level). Serving the demands of mass culture also entails continuous technological 
development, so institutionalization closely related to and cooperating with the above can also 
be observed in this area (5). Obviously, in the case of a cultural form as technology-dependent 
as cinema, it is not at all surprising that there are significant developments going on in the 
background, which are then able to transform the visual or even audio possibilities of feature 
films, thus stimulating the structural and formal development of the medium as well. And 
perhaps it is precisely this ability to constantly renew itself that promotes psychological 
institutionalization, which conditions the viewer to make a pilgrimage to see the latest films. 
This is based on the standardization of narrative, which becomes institutionalized in formal 
terms and becomes the primary (and certainly the most profitable) form of film as a medium: 
by 1908, ninety-six percent of American films released were clearly identifiable as narrative 
films (10). 
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The multifaceted, intertwined, mutually supportive institutional structure, whose operating 
model was largely identical to that of Hollywood’s golden age, remained in place until the end 
of the 1940s, and strengthened the cultural position of cinema to such an extent that even during 
the downturn and subsequent period of searching for a new direction, no other cultural form 
was able to shake its social and economic role. The epochal caesura perhaps already 
foreshadows the relevance of the focus of the present study: it is not merely a cultural shift, or 
a technological shift, or even an economic restructuring that is taking place as the Hollywood 
dream factory falters, but rather a complex interplay of all these factors. 
 
In order to clarify the radical changes we may witness in the future in terms of the appearance 
of contemporary feature films, we must briefly review the consequences of the development of 
the classical Hollywood style and the codification of film narrative. According to Albert Laffay, 
the narrative formula prevailed over all other possibilities and became intertwined with the 
representational tools of feature films because it makes the reality it presents comprehensible 
(Casetti 1999, 66). It achieves this by rearranging the elements of the depicted world, which 
forms the basis of diegetic composition. Narrative cohesion is provided, among other things, 
by the pursuit of causality: a system of cause-and-effect relationships that creates the diegetic 
world by connecting it through spatial and temporal coordinates (Bordwell and Thompson 
1997, 90). All this is held together and driven by perspective, both on the optical and enunciative 
levels of vision, meaning that focalization and narration form an indivisible unity through it 
(Stam et alii, 1992, 83). The various modes of this fundamental narrative institution give rise to 
genres, which remain mainstream narrative cinema’s common distinguishing feature. This is 
what constitutes the system that, following Bordwell and Staiger, we call the classical 
Hollywood narrative mode, which was a fundamental characteristic of virtually every product 
within the system until the decline of the Hollywood studio era. 
 
As I mentioned, it is not enough to examine the institutionalization of narrative as Hollywood 
film production and, building on this, the rise of feature film narration and its production logic. 
Perhaps every film history book worth its salt mentions that in order for the system to operate 
at a sophisticated level and at the highest possible rate of production, it was necessary to adapt 
the model of another production system: that of automobile manufacturing. The obvious answer 
as to why it was an inevitable move is that this was a period when demand for motor vehicles 
suddenly increased, creating a stable customer base that needed to be served as efficiently as 
possible—something the newly formed institution of the cinema strived to achieve as well. 
Although by the beginning of the 20th century the automobile had become a mass product, 
four-wheeled vehicles were not rolling out of factories in the volumes required by the radically 
increased demand. Henry Ford implemented a solution that met all requirements—i.e., demand, 
optimal utilization of production capacity, economical operation, and profit interests—with the 
production of the Model T, which was literally designed for assembly on a conveyor belt. 
 
Ford’s solution served as the basis for the Hollywood studio system in the 1910s and 1920s, 
even though in this case it did not involve the manual assembly of individual parts: the 
coordinated interaction of subtasks is achieved by the added work of many participants at a 
given time and place, which is held together by central control (Belton 2012, 65). According to 
Hortense Powdermaker, this production structure resembles a totalitarian dictatorship: 
everything from raw materials to human resources to work processes and delivery to the viewer, 
i.e., the consumer, was concentrated in one hand (65). This model, which is fundamentally 
based on exploitation, is perhaps most strikingly illustrated by the Warner Brothers ethos. The 
so-called “workers’ studio” enjoyed its heyday during a period that saw the rise of the working 
class: this was now a mass that had to be served. In Warner’s case, a cycle develops that is 
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characteristic of the capitalist model, in which workers labor to generate the profits necessary 
for the studio to operate, which then, as a solvent class, further enriches the studio’s target 
audience. Warner Bros. also took targeting seriously in terms of style, as it proved early on with 
its well-known, legendary atmosphere that style and form are influenced by everything that 
goes into their creation (both technologically and economically). In addition, the vertical 
integration model (68) characteristic of large studios, which combines the areas of production, 
distribution, and exhibition, provides the basis for treating film as an industry in every respect—
a model that, although it could not function in a formal and manifest form, nevertheless 
reappears in a modernized form in contemporary film production. 
 
 
2. “Bye, bye, Hollywood hills, I’m gonna miss you” – Intensified Continuity 
 
After World War II, Hollywood reached its peak in terms of audience numbers, vertically 
integrated systems, and advanced genre production lines. Although it is customary to blame the 
rise of television for the decline of this golden age in the 1950s and 1960s, with studios, 
production, and viewer engagement plummeted to an all-time low, the situation is much more 
nuanced, and it was not necessarily this aspect of social processes (i.e., the rise of suburban 
residential areas and the rapid decline of the cinema culture that typically flourished in city 
centers) that was decisive. The economic significance of the film industry had grown to such 
an extent that its organization attracted the attention of the state, resulting in the largest studio 
at the time, Paramount, being sued after World War II. At stake in the USA vs. Paramount 
lawsuit was the finely tuned, well-oiled operation of the studio system, the vertical integration 
that underpinned the system itself, which undoubtedly produced considerable overlaps with the 
prohibited practices of the trust. In 1948, the state prevailed in court, and the integrated studios 
were forced to dismantle their hermetically sealed operations, removing some fundamental 
operating modules: for example, they had to get rid of their movie theaters, or employ writers 
and producers in a different system, or even outsource distribution. The point was to prevent 
film production, distribution, and exhibition from being concentrated in one hand, thus giving 
those who were unable to achieve this level of integration a chance to succeed. 
 
Added to this, of course, is the path toward a welfare society, television as a radically time-
consuming form of entertainment, which, having moved into the living room and, to some 
extent, recycled film offerings, contributed significantly to the decline of the seventh art. 
Furthermore, we can also include among the reasons for the decline the uncertainty of 
Hollywood producers as to what kind of films a rapidly changing social and cultural 
environment would crave. According to Belton, the political conservatism of the 1960s in 
Hollywood was a function of the economy, but this aspect did not take into account the fact 
that, at the same time as the economic boom, more and more highly educated young people 
were appearing among consumers, whose expectations were already quite different from those 
of the previous generation (351). This new, educated class was quite diverse from a social 
perspective—we can see this reflected in the civil rights movements, which had quite complex 
backgrounds. However, Hollywood was no longer able to cater to this diversity. With a 
dwindling, more conservative audience in mind, filmmakers were unable to address the more 
sensitive social and political issues of the era, and the new generation gradually turned away 
from the mainstream and began to look elsewhere. 
 
All these changes initiated new processes in terms of the formal characteristics of feature films. 
As it was demographically predictable that Hollywood could not remain conservative and deny 
reality, by the 1970s, it had become a financial fact that 70 percent of moviegoers were young 
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people under the age of thirty (356). For this demographic, the new cinematic experience 
defined by the unexpected success of Easy Rider (Dennis Hopper, 1969) was the form of 
entertainment. Meanwhile, the total cultural institutionalization of film was also realized 
through the establishment of a critical-theoretical canon in universities: the Americanized 
version of the French New Wave (Sarris 1968, 27–29) began to make its impact felt, and a 
generation that had turned away from Hollywood’s mass-produced films and was building on 
theoretical and critical studies now had different expectations of the motion picture lineup. This 
induced not only thematic changes but also changes in style and form, and created a new 
demand that practically forced Hollywood to take action. 
 
The quasi-censorship inherited from the studio system, which was already in decline due to the 
import and growing influence of European art movies, was undergoing a transformation when 
mainstream film production finally turned its attention to the stages of Broadway. The new 
voices, new themes, and new approaches proved to be radically different from what audiences 
had been accustomed to. The changes are perhaps most clearly illustrated by the sudden 
mainstream success of Tennessee Williams’ plays: the way his works were adapted for the 
silver screen was quite similar to the aforementioned art films from Europe, which were 
becoming increasingly popular. As foreign productions, these were not subject to the rules of 
the Production Code Administration, so they were mostly shown uncut in movie theaters across 
the United States. According to D. A. Miller, the most striking benefit of this for American film 
production was that the adapters of Williams’ plays could refer to the artistic value of avant-
garde forms of expression, which were difficult to criticize in terms of either content or form 
(1999, 124). These adaptations thus “were given the green light to follow the path paved by 
European art films after 1946” (Dragon 2012, 37), just as the Hollywood system was faltering 
in many respects (Palmer 1997, 214). 
 
The attention paid by European critics to filmmakers, as well as the American art film 
movement (231), which had gained a stable position in the meantime, combined with social 
changes, essentially reinforced each other and demanded radically new mass-market films from 
the producers. Meanwhile, the economy showed gradual strengthening to such an extent that 
during Nixon’s presidency, the dollar’s peg to gold was abolished, meaning that money finally 
lost its material basis, and purchasing power became definitively and clearly virtualized. This 
level of dissolution of referentiality parallels changes in postmodern narrative techniques in 
literature, with fragmented storytelling (or rather sophisticated plot deconstruction), 
fragmentation, and elliptical structures that lack closure or at least question it, often resulting in 
incoherence (Belton 2012, 374). 
 
In economic terms, the slow and then accelerating recovery in the West following the first great 
economic crisis led to a noticeable slowdown in the 1970s, culminating in the 1979 oil crisis, 
which forced governments to revise the liberal economic policies they had pursued until then. 
The virtually free-market capitalist system, based on the principle that the market always 
corrects itself, had become untenable, and after the disappearance of material value relations, it 
entered an overheated spiral that ended in a very rapid collapse. According to Nick Srnicek, the 
previous consensus, which was liberal at the international level but rather social democratic at 
the national level, and which still based its industries on the Fordist production model (2017, 
14), was forced to face its own unsustainability. At the political level, the world’s leading 
powers were increasingly moving towards a neoliberal economic system, while in terms of 
production, another car manufacturer, Toyota, was becoming dominant with its process model, 
which was more economical in line with the principles of lean manufacturing and relied on the 
maximized use of minimal resources (16–17). The Toyota system was much more specialized 
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and had a clearer product portfolio, but as a result, it was a model that operated within a diverse 
supplier structure. 
 
Could it be that Hollywood had been increasingly applying this model? It is clear that the 
outsourced creative and production processes were later brought together under the studio’s 
umbrella to form a unified product, which—unlike vertical integration—suggests a kind of 
horizontal organization, but in any case appears as a reflection of a streamlined corporate 
management system. And although it is by no means a rule that the form of a product bears the 
history of its creation, film increasingly took on the many colors of production and 
technological diversity in its formal features, incorporating them more and more into its visual, 
stylistic, and narrative solutions. The economic and socio-political environment proved to be a 
perfect incubator for the formal changes in film, which were further supported by technological 
developments that had reached their peak in the meantime. 
 
This is the period when the attention of creators and audiences increasingly shifts from the film 
narrative, from the actual story, to other aspects. The “second sound revolution” (Stam 2000, 
212) of the 1970s transformed the cinema, paving the way for the rapid evolution of the Dolby 
sound system (Dolby Sound, Dolby Stereo, Dolby Surround, Dolby Pro Logic, Dolby Digital, 
and most recently Dolby Atmos) (Cristian and Dragon 2008, 13–14), and at least began to break 
down the hegemony of the viewer’s point of view in terms of the coherence of the film’s 
diegesis, since, for example, surround technology (and the recently introduced Atmos system) 
is designed to fix the viewer’s spatial position against any kind of visual fragmentation. In this 
way, film production is embarking on a path that leads to the elimination of the central role of 
visual unity, which can be considered the cornerstone of the classical Hollywood narrative style. 
At first glance, it may seem excessive to claim that economic or political processes have brought 
about this change, as a concrete causal relationship can obviously be assumed with 
technological change, but it is important to see that these technological developments are a 
direct consequence of new, striking trends and practices in the socio-political and production 
models. As Srnicek points out, technological development goes hand in hand with industrial 
transformation (2017, 7), so it is perhaps not surprising that a medium that is entirely dependent 
on technology reacts sensitively and visibly to any kind of change. 
 
All these processes coincide with shifts in the creative vision and structure of film. On the 
formal side, point-of-view editing is increasingly breaking down, and the speed and intensity 
of cuts are increasing, as David Bordwell points out. According to him, it is particularly evident 
in the commercial films of the 1970s: “the faster cutting rate, the bipolar extremes of lens 
lengths, and the reliance on tight singles are the most pervasive features of intensified 
continuity” (Bordwell 2002, 20). It is important to note, however, that although this may seem 
like a radical change, especially in terms of its overall effect, it is mostly just a matter of a ‘new 
style” that “amounts to an intensification of established techniques” (16). Thus, the basis of 
feature film narration does not change, nor does the primacy of narrative in terms of visuals, 
form, or causality—everything remains subordinate to stable viewer identification, operating 
as if all this were appearing at an ever-increasing pace in order to adapt to the times. 
 
However, Belton identifies something else in this change regarding the formal aspect of film, 
as he perceives the influence of postmodern art and literature in it, which is largely in line with 
Fredric Jameson’s opinion when he says that the postmodern era, often referred to as late 
capitalism, is basically “Godard, post-Godard, and experimental cinema and video, but also a 
whole new type of commercial film” (1990, 1). This new type is clearly the result of a radically 
new era, a new order, which is the post-industrial social order that we can also call “consumer 
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society, media society, information society, electronic society or high-tech” (2). What connects 
these seemingly eclectic terms in terms of the cinema is precisely the diegetic representation, 
the new style that characterizes the mainstream films of this era and which already foreshadows 
both the cinematic and socio-economic changes that will radically transform our lives in the 
new millennium. The cinema of the 21st century is no longer mere pastiche and nostalgia, as 
Jameson describes this new type, but something that, according to Steven Shaviro, rewrites the 
foundations of feature film narrative, in that it overturns the narrative coherence that was 
previously treated as sacrosanct in almost every respect, or at least makes it secondary (2016, 
51–52). As he points out, such films can no longer be discussed purely from a narratological or 
formal perspective: “a critical aesthetics of contemporary culture” (60) is needed instead. 
 
In terms of subject matter, the Reagan presidency builds a kind of nostalgic, revisionist history 
(the Rambo films are striking examples of this), while at the same time, technology and visions 
of the future are taking up an increasingly large slice of film production. Meanwhile, a new 
generation of filmmakers with a film school background is entering the scene, capable of 
redefining what we might call the revival of Hollywood, as the film industry—once again in 
perfect parallel with economic processes and social changes—finds its footing again in terms 
of both audience numbers and innovation after the ever-deepening spiral following World War 
II: long-forgotten genres are revived, creating new forms not only on their own, but also in 
combination with other genres and styles (look at the many incarnations of noir in both sci-fi 
and thriller). All these stylistic changes are easily finding their way into the new world forced 
upon us by technological progress, while the institutional system of cinema continues to 
fragment as a result of the endless stream of new technologies, and all this is now inevitably 
leaving its mark on the films of the new millennium. 
 
 
3. “To infinity and beyond!” – Platform: The New Logic of Culture 
 
While the new Hollywood era varied the formal characteristics of classic storytelling in terms 
of intensity, thereby initiating a kind of search for new paths and experimentation, the box office 
hits of the new millennium have abandoned the idea of pushing stylistic boundaries from within. 
The economic boom of the 1990s and the accompanying general optimism surrounding 
technological development raised the integration of digital tools into the film industry to such 
a level that it became an unstoppable process, reforming not only the equipment pool but also 
the formal aspects of mainstream film production. This has several consequences: on the one 
hand, from a technological point of view, while some established directors recur to the use of 
film stock, by and large we can now talk almost exclusively about digital filmmaking (from 
camera systems to editing software to the final composite product), which has brought new 
media possibilities—more precisely, mixing possibilities, an endless vortex of hybridity—that 
differ from those that existed before; on the other hand, the formal and stylistic characteristics 
of other branches of digital technology have also begun to strongly influence the way in which 
a typical, big-budget Hollywood film is constructed. 
 
As Steven Shaviro notes, contemporary action films, for example, no longer bother to precisely 
define the coordinates of the action (51), meaning that there is no longer any need to reconcile 
the classical triad of space, time, and plot, yet the film remains comprehensible nonetheless. In 
his book Post-Cinematic Affect, Shaviro introduces the concept of post-continuity, which refers 
precisely to this kind of narrative structure that seemingly disregards traditional continuity, 
which can be observed in individual shots or across an entire narrative spectrum (2010, 123). 
His insight and formulation reflect on Bordwell’s concept of intensified continuity discussed 
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above, but also differ from it in fundamental ways: while Bordwell described how the formal 
repertoire identifiable in classic Hollywood narratives became more intense in the earlier New 
Hollywood period, Shaviro’s concept refers to how the traditional creation of continuity is no 
longer a central issue today (2016, 55). 
 
Take, for example, the rebooted Star Trek film universe, where the final action sequence of Star 
Trek: Into Darkness (J. J. Abrams, 2013) shows Khan (Benedict Cumberbatch) being pursued 
and hunted down on Earth. The point-of-view editing ceases when we see the characters 
running after each other from one side to the other with jump cuts, with the right or left side of 
the screen rising accordingly. The camera movement is jerky, with no stable position, and, 
merging with the aesthetics of the chase, the image not only represents the moments of pursuit 
but also becomes an integral part of it. The consequence of the hectic camera work is that there 
is no stable spatial experience, which the filmmaker compensates for by not covering the space, 
but only showing fragmented motifs, building and street details rushing by, in which the figures 
move so airily that it no longer matters whether the viewer believes, even within this diegetic 
system of rules, that they are capable of the movements and stunts they perform. The scene of 
the clash typically does not take place in a stable location, but on a constantly moving platform, 
which is practically impossible to locate due to the billowing smoke and steam, the rapid and 
continuous movement, and the spatial relativity, and is not connected to any single coordinate 
of the diegetic continuous space, thus making it impossible to establish an emplacement, which 
has become known as one of the cornerstones of viewer identification.  
 
The fragmented editing, the constantly changing, moving space deprived of its coordinates, and 
the rapid and radical shifts in perspective make identification in the traditional sense impossible 
and deprive the viewer of the classic coherence of the scene. Yet, it still seems to work, as 
Shaviro also notes with reference to Matthias Stork’s term “chaos cinema” (52) in relation to 
other similar sequences: the chaotic space-time system not only does not disrupt the scene, but 
also creates a sense of chaos and disorientation that is characteristic of the film’s overall 
atmosphere. As an example of chaos cinema, far from distracting the viewer from their classic 
activity, the chaotic space-time system draws them even further into the heart of the action, thus 
providing a much more immersive experience. And what is the cinematic component that holds 
together this editing style, which is divergent in every respect? Well, it is the soundscape, which 
envelops the audience with the sound effects of the virtual Dolby system and creates an 
indivisible cohesion by placing reference points in real space, facilitating physical immersion 
in the action. 
 
As Shaviro mentions in relation to scenes similar to the examples above, the function of precise 
visual-narrative continuity, which plays a classical, prominent role, has now become secondary 
in the editing of contemporary commercial films (57). This does not mean that narrative as such 
has disappeared or been eliminated: it is simply that the space and time in which it is expressed 
and unfolds differ from the classical conception based on a continuous and strict convergence 
of the spatial and temporal aspects (58). According to David Rodowick, due to the spread of 
digitalization, this is actually the outcome of an expected and completely natural process, in 
which filmmakers, theorists and critics alike must be prepared for the fact that what we knew 
as cinema in the twentieth century will undergo increasingly drastic changes: as the material 
basis of the image disappears, virtually every aspect of film will begin to change (2007, 90–
107). 
 
The formal changes obviously did not appear and spread on their own, l’art pour l’art, by now 
covering a wide spectrum of genres. Convergence and powerful hybrid media influences can 
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be seen in many seemingly new editing techniques or plot solutions, the most prominent of 
which is perhaps the editing technique imported from video games. As Manovich points out, 
the definition of film has become a much more complex issue than that of any other art form or 
visual representation: while the definition of motion graphics, for example, which is becoming 
increasingly prominent, can be easily resolved on a technical basis, the disappearance of 
previous media-specific characteristics as a result of the spread of digital possibilities has 
almost completely dissolved the boundaries of film as a medium, thus complicating the 
relevance of simpler explanations (2013, 248–249). 
 
Something similar can be observed in the case of popular narrative feature films, which 
Christian Metz directly referred to as a “super-genre” (1976, 100): formal changes have now 
reached such proportions that it is particularly difficult to define the genre. This is not only due 
to the obvious shifts brought about by hybrid media solutions, but also to the use and 
codification of alienating effects that originally functioned as mistakes or artistic solutions—
namely, jump cuts, which functioned as a kind of disorientation in Godard or Antonioni, are 
now so common in action movie scenes that they are almost mandatory (perhaps it is no 
coincidence that in the new Hollywood era, Antonioni himself worked in Hollywood for a 
while, albeit with little success)—which were actually formulated in opposition to the 
commercial nature of the genre. What once prevented viewers from identifying with the 
characters is no longer an issue for today’s viewers, as the disordered, fragmented 
representation of the diegetic world—or, in some cases, its simulation, taking into account the 
effects of irrealism (Stam 2000, 132)—has become completely “natural.” Just as the 
perspectives of a video game can be changed hectically, making the appearance of the game 
world random, a chase scene in a contemporary action film does not adhere to the syntagmatic 
sequence that is still considered a set form in the grand syntagmatique as defined by Metz. 
 
With the rise of new media, the aesthetics of video games have become almost indistinguishable 
from those of film. While there used to be a clear trend for video games to adopt and adapt 
cinematic solutions in order to make the gameplay more enjoyable, the situation has now 
reversed, and film is forced to learn the visual solutions native to computers. This explains the 
emergence of feature-length films that are still perhaps experimental in nature but are gaining 
ground, operating with a setting reminiscent of FPS (first person shooter) games: it is likely that 
for the younger generations (the millennials, but especially the Z and alpha generations) what 
was once a special feature of film history as an experimental subjective camera angle in Lady 
in the Lake (Robert Montgomery, 1947), which was a special feature in film history with its 
experimental subjective camera angles, will be a completely commonplace solution. 
 
However, alongside these visual and representational changes, we can also witness a continuous 
adaptation of deeper structural changes. For example, it is almost imperceptible how, in the 
scene set at Waterloo station in The Bourne Ultimatum (Paul Greengrass, 2007), the officers 
directing the agents sit in front of computer monitors and direct their agents based on the camera 
images coming in from the observation stations, as if they were strategists in a video game. 
Bourne acts in the same way: he uses his cell phone to remotely control the journalist he wants 
to save—in both cases, the same game logic applies. Beyond the staging, or the mise-en-scéne, 
the narrative structure itself has changed, as has the viewer’s reception and understanding. 
According to Joseph Natoli, even narratives that appear traditional on the surface are now 
largely governed by Boolean-based digital logic—the same logic that is reflected in web search 
keywords and the principles of data organization. According to him, while earlier generations, 
raised primarily on book culture, understood narratives by trying to connect everything in the 
world from one word to the next in a linear fashion, “word to world” (2003, 32), the “new 
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computer generation consumes narratives digitally, moving from screen to screen without 
making linear or temporal connections between or among them” (Belton 2012, 413). This 
hypertextual mode of editing “does not demand that spectators connect the previous shot or 
scene to the next, constructing story out of raw audiovisual data; it does not rely on memory” 
(Belton 2012, 413). 
 
Obviously, in a different form, but the same fragmentation appears in the economic background 
that drives the contemporary Hollywood system: studios outsource tasks to external contractors, 
performing individual tasks externally, just as in the lean manufacturing system. The difference, 
however, is that the digital platform creates a kind of common denominator: just as the formal 
and structural characteristics of film are affected by the ubiquitous digitalization, so too is the 
production system. The Fordist system of vertical integration was replaced by the horizontally 
segmented Toyotist system in the New Hollywood era, which has now grown into a kind of 
strange hybrid and fundamentally convergent platform. The film and the cinema experience do 
not end with the credits: as Richard Grusin points out, this is when the film’s real conquest as 
a product begins, during which it is scattered across various collectible products, from DVDs 
and BluRay, and other extended editions, to streaming and torrent servers, and it is precisely 
this dispersive nature that defines its operating logic today, in the 21st century (2016, 71–72). 
This networked cinema is described by the term “distributed cinema,” which extends the 
traditional concept of film: it is not merely a question of form and structure, but also of 
economics and technology. 
 
Nick Srnicek reports that following the global economic crisis of 2008, the primacy of the 
platform model has emerged as a clear trend (2017, 25–34). Although the boom of the 1990s 
and the influence of venture capital were somewhat dampened by the domino-like collapse of 
financial markets, investors’ renewed interest in technology is steering economic logic toward 
a new, more stable concept. Automation, the sharing economy, the Internet of Things, and the 
Uber model all point toward a technology-based economic convergence (37). According to 
Srnicek, “we live in a cognitive, or information, or immaterial, or knowledge-based economy” 
(37) where “collective cooperation and knowledge have become sources of value” (38). As a 
result, work processes are increasingly losing their material nature, as are the fruits of labor 
themselves, and the real property, the value to be acquired and accumulated, will be 
information, in its raw form, i.e., sheer, unprocessed data (38–40). The new economic format 
that operates on the extraction of data, monopolizing, analyzing, and exploiting it, is the 
platform, which is a “digital infrastructure that enables the interaction of two or more groups” 
(43). It is an intermediate technological mediator that creates a common space for different 
users, as “buyers, advertisers, service providers, manufacturers, suppliers, and even physical 
objects” (43) can be connected, and it supports all this with the appropriate toolkit so that even 
more business activities generating even greater amounts of data can be carried out through it. 
Compared to previous models, the advantage of the platform is that, on the one hand, it positions 
itself among users and, on the other hand, it establishes this connection from the outset—in 
other words, it is practically indispensable in the digital economy (44). 
 
In fact, what Grusin is talking about in relation to the dispersing or distributed cinema becomes 
clear in the platform model described by Srnicek. Let’s take the case of Netflix, which has 
become one of the most influential moving image platforms today. Launched in 1997 as a video 
rental service, the company first introduced a flat-rate rental model in its material-based system, 
which was groundbreaking at the time, and then, after restructuring its finances, it continued to 
develop its business in the direction of streaming services with the help of technological change. 
They realized that if they could predict with a high degree of certainty what style or genre of 
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film a given user would like to watch, that user would become increasingly loyal to them, using 
their service and thereby revealing even more about their habits, which would make targeting 
even more accurate. Launched in 2008, the streaming service had already gained 32% market 
share for Netflix six years later, becoming a prominent platform in its segment. Taking 
advantage of its increasingly strong position, it began to compete with its own products, 
following the example of another giant platform: its own series and films can afford to 
experiment with their form, narrative structure, and in some cases even their visual aesthetics. 
House of Cards (Beau Willimon, 2013–2018), for example, introduced a distribution model 
whereby the entire season could be streamed at the same time, which perfectly adapted to the 
viewing habits of users. By basing the entire season on the logic of binge watching, they 
effectively attracted their target audience, which they were able to maximize by involving new 
geographical areas. In addition to direct revenue from the flat-rate subscription model, they can 
increase profits by mining and evaluating user data without the need to replace or upgrade their 
hardware, and Netflix is increasingly becoming a platform for other cable channels—even 
Hollywood cannot escape its fate. 
 
 
4. “There’s something in the air in Hollywood” – Economic, Production and Formal 

Convergence 
 
The above line of thought attempted to prove, by comparing several areas, perspectives, and 
stories, the assertion that commercial, Hollywood-style feature films do not exist in isolation, 
for their own sake, and can only be interpreted in their own context, as evidenced by the fact 
that contemporary examples differ in virtually every aspect from what we refer to as classic 
feature film narratives. As Shane Denson and Julia Leyda have noted, “[q]uestions of aesthetics 
and form overlap with investigations of changing technological and industrial practices, 
contemporary formations of capital, and cultural concerns such as identity and social 
inequalities” (2016, 4). In their view, the study of contemporary feature films cannot be 
separated from a deeper understanding of the mechanisms of globalization and the processes 
that monetize human activities, which go beyond obvious digitization. Although they do not 
explicitly refer to what Srnicek is talking about, it is clear that by human activity, they mean 
precisely what drives the platform: it is as if we were identifying the means of production and 
the logic of exploitation along the lines of some kind of neo-Marxist theory, with the difference 
that in the present situation, all this involves immaterial means and goods. 
 
Cinema—which, thanks to Edison, has always functioned as an economic institution in 
American society—has been and continues to be in constant interaction with the social and 
economic order surrounding it. However, this also means that it has not only been economically 
sensitive to its environment, but has also continuously reflected on its circumstances in formal 
and structural terms. In the table below (see Figure 1), I have compared the three major narrative 
shifts in feature films outlined in the study with the prevailing economic and production model 
of the era and the film production system that developed in parallel with it. 
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Figure 1 
 
I deliberately left the division seemingly loose, omitting dates and further specifications, no 
matter how seemingly vulnerable this might make my arguments above. I believe that, apart 
from the decision to dismantle the Hollywood studio system, it is more a question of processes 
and mutually reinforcing changes than of sharp breaks, which, although easier to categorize and 
temptingly logical when fitted into a linear timeline, would necessarily distort the dynamics 
inherent in the division. As opposed to this approach, the dynamics and the apparent looseness 
of the structure are intended to emphasize precisely the volatile common intersections that seek 
to explain the logic behind the changes we witness in terms of mainstream cinema all around 
the world. 
 
Contemporary forms of classical narrative cinema are breaking more and more radically with 
everything that made Hollywood and feature films the leading cultural interface of the twentieth 
century. Narrative techniques that were once considered immutable have now undergone a 
complete reversal in many cases, fundamentally reshaping the logic and modes of film 
narrative. Film production cannot escape the fate dictated by media convergence, and thanks to 
its continuous hybridization, it is increasingly integrated into the platform model, which—
feeding on a new type of consumer culture and operating in a new type of economic system—
results in new types of feature film formats. Understanding this new—yet still reminiscent of 
the old—feature film is now inseparable from the economic and market arrangements that give 
rise to it, which enrich the history of the motion pictures with increasingly radical structural 
schemes. 
 
 
This essay is a translated and reworked version of my essay, “Plaform-mozi: Gazdasági, strukturális és formai 
konvergencia a hollywoodi kommersz játékfilmben” (Metropolis 2017/2, 38–51. (2017)). 
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Abstract: Through understanding the process of postmodernity as a transitionary period, this 
paper explores the representation of the postmodern identity crisis within CD Projekt Red’s 
video game Cyberpunk 2077. It is contrasted with Heiner Müller’s drama Hamletmachine, 
through the theory of the semiotics of the subject. Focusing on Julia Kristeva’s theory of the 
abject, the analysis examines how these works reflect on their respective cultural paradigm 
shifts and represent the changing tendencies regarding the constitution of the socially positioned 
human subject. Hamletmachine establishes Hamlet as a self-conflicting subject within a 
postmodern framework and introduces the machine as an abject entity, while Cyberpunk 2077 
immerses players in an interactive narrative that challenges their socially defined subject 
positions. 
 
Keywords: escapism, abject, postsemiotics, posthumanism, virtualization 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The foundation of this paper relies on the interdisciplinary theories of the process of the 
constitution of the subject. I provide a comprehensive analysis of CD Projekt Red’s (abbreviated 
as CDPR in the paper) video game Cyberpunk 2077, which I contrast with Hamletmachine by 
Heiner Müller, based on Julia Kristeva’s theory of the abject. I argue that the two narratives not 
only carry the imprint of their respective historical-cultural paradigm shifts but also reflect on 
the identity crisis that results from those shifts and inform the types of subjectivity in the current 
postmodern and posthuman era. For this purpose, Hamletmachine was chosen because it 
establishes Hamlet as the self-conflicting subject within the postmodern context, while 
Cyberpunk 2077 utilizes a similar self-conflicting protagonist to challenge the audience in an 
interactive manner, offering players an opportunity to reflect on their own socially defined 
subject positions. Therefore, I explore how CDPR’s Cyberpunk 2077 reflects on the postmodern 
identity crisis, where the virtual world can become more important for the individual than the 
real world, and how the video game interprets this transitionary time period. As a result, the 
analysis of the video game yields critical insight that the postmodern condition and 
virtualization can result in the abjectification of the subject’s real life, while the virtual world 
is established as the main object of desire and identification. This can trigger the neglect of real 
life and, in more extreme cases, where the individual shifts to identify him- or herself with the 
virtual world only, it can also lead to suicide, which I explain through the abjection of real life. 
 
Video games constitute one of the most widespread and popular cultural products of the 
contemporary era, supported by a large global industry and rapidly expanding audiences 
through technological developments, for instance, in multiplayer games, new generations of 
consoles, and mobile platforms (Engelstätter and Ward 2022, 1–2, 12). As a result, they 
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function not only as leisure activities but also as cultural and educational experiences capable 
of influencing skill acquisition and behavioural patterns (Engelstätter and Ward 2022, 1–2, 12). 
In the postmodern and posthuman context, virtual environments increasingly shape the subject 
formation of younger generations, often reaching them more effectively than traditional media, 
such as literature or film, particularly due to the accessibility of smartphones (Engelstätter and 
Ward 2022, 12). The accessibility of development tools further demonstrates the dynamic 
nature of video game culture, enabling games to serve as mediums of self-expression and 
reflection (Engelstätter and Ward 2022, 1). Their cultural impact is reflected in the prevalence 
of gaming among youth—for example, studies report that “97% of American teens” have 
played video games—and in the social value attached to gaming proficiency among adolescents 
(Engelstätter and Ward 2022, 2). Consequently, video games have become influential cultural 
narratives because subjectivity is increasingly shaped through these interactive narratives that 
warrant critical analysis and comparison with other narrative forms, such as drama. 
 
Understanding the postmodern as a transitionary time period can be conceptualized through the 
psychological and physiological changes in the constitution of the subject that are better visible 
from a comparative point of view. Therefore, I take Hamletmachine as a point of reference that 
reveals the contrast and the ongoing processes of the postmodern through employing the 
Hamlet-character, which reveals these aspects that are hardly visible to the subject that lives in 
postmodernity. The self-conflicting character of Hamlet emerges in times of identity crisis, 
where questions about the constitution of the human subject result in self-doubt and uncertainty 
within a world where roles, categories, and models become contested, uncertain, and 
challenged. As a result, the socially positioned subjects may find this unbearable and seek an 
escape route that leads to a space that could provide them with a defined role, validation, 
satisfaction, and peace, which they lack in their everyday life. This space is often found in the 
imaginary and fantastic worlds of the theatre stages and apocalyptic fantasies, and it is 
predominantly experienced through virtual worlds and virtual realities. 
 
The paper’s main foundation is Kristeva’s theory of the abject, which is the unnameable that 
resists categorisation and lurks behind our conscious mental activities (Kristeva 1982, 2). This, 
in psychoanalytical terms, would be the taboos of the Id, hiding deep within the unconscious, 
which stem from sexuality, traumas, instincts, urges, desires, and fears that also include 
irrational and well-founded ones (Kristeva 1982, 17, 48; Freud 1964, 219–223). In contrast, 
Borlik posits the concept of the abject on the edge of instincts, which humans repress and thus 
differ from animals (2017, 34). Consequently, in the process of the constitution of subjectivity, 
the individual can undergo this repression and create their relation with the abject through 
escapism, for which an immersive and interactive video game, such as Cyberpunk 2077, is a 
great tool. 
 
Furthermore, the concept of escapism is part of the framework of my analysis. As Halfmann 
and Reinecke define it, escapism in the context of media consumption is rooted in emotion-
focused and avoidance-oriented coping; thus, in this manner, individuals deliberately engage 
with media to distance themselves from stressors, negative effects, and everyday demands 
rather than confronting these challenges directly (2021, 181, 188). Moreover, because stress 
triggers coping and they affect each other, escapist media use is defined as a self-regulatory 
strategy that facilitates psychological detachment from real-life difficulties through immersive 
engagement with entertainment content (Halfmann and Reinecke 2021, 182–183). Crucially, 
escapism is not only maladaptive avoidance, but it is also positioned as a functional coping 
mechanism that can aid in mood regulation and recovery from stress when deployed in 
appropriate contexts (Halfmann and Reinecke 2021, 191–194). Within this framework, 
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behaviours, such as “binge-watching” a series or spending hours playing a video game, 
exemplify escapist use as they provide sustained cognitive and emotional focus that is diverted 
from the sources of stress and which temporarily alleviates distress (Halfmann and Reinecke 
2021, 181–203).  
 
In addition, escapism is also a defining aspect in connection with the process of the constitution 
of the subject, as the borders of the subject that are defined by the abject are disturbed during 
our contemporary time. Consequently, nowadays the virtual world is increasingly functioning 
as the main scene of identification and thus real life is dangerously being neglected and, in some 
cases, can be put into an abject position through unconscious processes that connect the subject 
with the virtual environment. Also, in connection with video games, escapism, as Hussain et al. 
explain, can turn from being a positive mechanism into a dangerous coping strategy for the 
individual to deal with trauma, inconvenience, and suffering, which can lead to negligence 
towards, or denial of, real life (2021, 11). This denial or rejection process, combined with the 
constitution of the socially positioned subject, can provide the answer to the questions of how 
the virtual world becomes the main definitive point of reference, and through this, how the 
cognitive categories and thus also the subject and the abject themselves are reformulated. 
 
Ideology is central to this study because the formation of the subject cannot be separated from 
ideological structures, the system of representations that shapes how individuals perceive and 
interpret reality (Althusser 1994, 120). It operates through everyday practices and remains 
largely invisible, functioning as a filter between the Real and the subject’s experience of the 
world (Žižek 1994a, 1–5; Althusser 1994, 123). Žižek further emphasizes that ideology relies 
on fantasy, which enables individuals to imagine their place within the social order and 
reconcile its contradictions, thereby presenting ideological systems as coherent despite their 
internal tensions (1994a, 6–7, 29–30; 1994b, 197–199). From a historical perspective, 
ideological frameworks also shape the subject’s relation to death: cultural practices—from the 
medieval ars moriendi to later social codes—regulated how individuals should live, die, and 
mourn, demonstrating that both the experience of death and the construction of the abject are 
historically contingent and largely determined by institutions of power (Foucault 2000, 78–89; 
Powell 2011, 352–353, 359). 
 
In summary, the human subject rests on several constitutive pillars; the destabilization of these 
can provoke identity crises by disrupting the categories that sustain subject formation. ‘Death’ 
and the corpse operate as primary signifiers of non-existence, forming the original category of 
the abject that frames the subject (Kristeva 1982, 3–5; Grosz 1994, 193). However, when 
individuals fail to find purpose or validation outside virtual environments, the virtual may 
become their primary site of identification. Repeated representations of death in games can blur 
its finality and weaken its abject status, suggesting that the abject is historically contingent 
rather than fixed. In Cyberpunk 2077, this shift manifests in the abjectification of real life itself, 
increasingly presented as something rejectable or escapable in line with Kristeva’s theory of 
the subject. This paper, therefore, does not aim to offer a thanatological study or to resolve the 
postmodern identity crisis but rather to interpret how Cyberpunk 2077 reflects on identity, 
subjectivity, death, and virtualization. By immersing players in a digital environment that 
destabilizes the primacy of physical reality, the game transforms escapism into a mechanism 
that exposes detachment from lived experience and highlights risks such as alienation, isolation, 
and the prioritization of the virtual avatar (Hussain et al. 2021, 11). 
 
 
 



 

200 
 

1. Methodology and framework 
1.1. The theory of the subject 
 
The main interpretive framework of this paper is the theory of the subject. Postmodern 
perspectives argue that the subject does not exercise full control over enunciation; rather, 
agency is shaped by discursive structures, ideology, and institutionalized expectations. By 
contrast, traditional semiotics understands the subject as the origin and regulator of meaning, 
presiding over the relation between signifiers and signifieds (Kiss 2010, 11). In this study, 
however, the protagonists of Hamletmachine and Cyberpunk 2077 are interpreted as split 
subjects whose unstable positions destabilize established hierarchies of language and meaning. 
Postsemiotic approaches address this instability by examining how the symbolic order shapes 
subjectivity both internally and externally, placing the relationship between subject, society, 
and ideology at the centre of socio-historical analysis (Kiss 2010, 15). Kiss conceptualizes these 
forces as the micro- and macrodynamics of the subject: internal mechanisms, e.g., taboos, fears, 
and traumas, interact with external structures including ideology, social norms, religion, and 
biopolitics (Kiss 2010, 15, 19). 
 
Embodiment further complicates subject formation. As Grosz argues, the human body is 
constrained by biological limits (1994, 187), yet these limits also structure identity and social 
relations. Cultural figures such as cyborgs, superheroes, and (an)droids reflect anxieties about 
these boundaries and intersect with trans- and posthumanist debates on what constitutes the 
human—questions central to both Hamletmachine and Cyberpunk 2077. The body, shaped by 
cultural norms and historically situated practices, plays a constitutive role in the formation of 
subjectivity (Grosz 1994, 190–193, 210; Kiss 2010, 15, 19). Because bodily experience is 
culturally mediated and inherently gendered, the body and mind cannot be treated as separate 
domains (Grosz 1994, 209–210). 
 
Cyberpunk 2077 dramatizes this interdependence by foregrounding enunciation and 
embodiment: Johnny’s digitized psyche can only overwrite V’s consciousness by also altering 
and adjusting the body of the protagonist first. The question thus becomes whether limitation 
itself is constitutive of the human. Such concerns are characteristic of the cyberpunk genre. 
Works like Neuromancer (1984), Altered Carbon (novel: 2002; series: 2018), and Cyberpunk 
2077 (2020) explore the possibility of transcending bodily constraints through prosthetics and 
technological augmentation in a transhumanist manner. At the same time, they expose tensions 
symptomatic of postmodern and posthuman identity crises. 
 
The postmodern identity crisis reflects the fragmentation of coherent identity amid the collapse 
of grand narratives and the rise of cultural relativism (Ferrando 2013, 28–30). In its posthuman 
extension, this crisis acquires an ontological dimension: subjectivity is reconfigured through 
technological, biological, and ecological entanglements that decentre the human being (Hayles 
1999, 2–3; Braidotti 2013, 49–57). Then, on what basis can identity be formed in the absence 
of stable categories? What are the borders of the concept of the human that distinguish humans 
from machines in an age of cyborgization? These issues are embedded in the gameplay of 
Cyberpunk 2077 from the beginning, when players construct their avatar, the decisive act that 
shapes their experience of the world. 
 
As a result, the selection of Müller’s Hamletmachine and CDPR’s Cyberpunk 2077 is grounded 
in their reflexive engagement with paradigm shifts and the identity crises accompanying 
technological transformation. Hamletmachine responds to late-industrial modernity, 
foregrounding the growing entanglement of the human psyche with machinery—industrial 
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automation, computational systems, and proto-artificial intelligence—as an attempted escape 
from reality. The choice of Hamletmachine as a basis for comparison is also legitimized by the 
fact that it is generally regarded as a seminal example of postmodern drama, making it 
particularly suitable for illustrating the central problems and key questions of postmodernism 
(Kiss 2010, 56–57). In contrast, Cyberpunk 2077 stages this shift within an interactive 
framework, in its narrative that models immersion in virtuality as both symptom and allegory 
of the abjectification of reality, presenting a dystopian reflection of contemporary conditions. 
Such crises and structural transformations increasingly find expression in contemporary video 
games, as technological and cultural changes intensify, their representations within interactive 
media become more frequent and pronounced. Therefore, Cyberpunk 2077 was selected 
because it provided me with the most explicit and complex example of how the strong thematic 
and interactive strategies make players aware of the otherwise unconscious processes by 
transforming them from detached observers into active narrative agents whose explicit, 
impactful, and consequential choices challenge their moral frameworks and subjectivity. 
Viewed diachronically, video games thus trace a developmental arc, in which evolving anxieties 
about subjectivity, reality, and virtualization become progressively more explicit. 
 
 
1.2. The abject 
 
Kristeva establishes the abject as neither subject nor object but as a third term that destabilizes 
and mediates between the two (Kristeva 1982, 1). It functions as the constitutive frame of the 
subject, marking the boundary through which subjectivity emerges (Kristeva 1982, 1–4). Yet 
the relation between subject and abject is not static. In contrast to more rigid formulations, 
Hamletmachine and Cyberpunk 2077 present both as dynamic processes rather than fixed 
entities. For Kristeva, the abject is associated with what provokes bodily repulsion—dung, 
blood, decay, the corpse—elements that resist categorization and threaten the integrity of the 
subject (1982, 2–3). Borlik similarly situates the abject at the level of repressed instincts that 
distinguish humans from animals (2017, 34). At the same time, the abject disrupts binary 
oppositions—subject/object, living/dead, human/inhuman—by occupying an unstable in-
between position (Kristeva 1982, 7; Borlik 2017, 34). These are rejected elements once integral 
to the subject but expelled from identity and the socio-symbolic order (Kristeva 1982, 17–18). 
 
The abject thus unsettles the subject’s equilibrium by provoking an instinctive bodily reaction 
to perceived systemic threat, therefore both disrupting and constituting subjectivity in its 
material grounding (Kristeva 1982, 3–5; Grosz 1994, 193). Grosz further connects abjection to 
the ideological construction of the body (1994, 188) and distinguishes three principal forms: 
the abjection of food, bodily waste—culminating in confrontation with death and the corpse—
and sexual difference, which begins at the level of signs and may manifest in social practices 
(1994, 193). Because the body itself is socially produced, the abject is inseparable from cultural 
norms and categories that structure subjectivity (Grosz 1994, 190, 193, 210). Bodily experience 
is always culturally mediated and gendered, making sex and gender constitutive of identity and 
rendering the separation of body and mind untenable (Grosz 1994, 209–210). 
 
At the same time, the “body is constrained by its biological limits” (Grosz 1994, 187). These 
limits define human finitude, yet technological prosthetics promise their extension or 
transcendence, a prospect that fuels cultural fantasy (Grosz 1994, 187). This tension underlies 
the cyberpunk genre, informed by posthumanist and transhumanist thought, in which characters 
are offered the possibility of surpassing bodily constraints and rising above their own humanity, 
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but such attempts frequently generate tragedy. So, in striving to abandon the very limitations 
that constituted their humanity, they risk eroding the foundations of their own subjectivity. 
 
The example of death in the case of the abject is very important as it is a central theme and 
element of the narrative of Cyberpunk 2077. Therefore, regarding the abject, my focus is also 
on the example of the corpse. As established by Kristeva, death is the non-existence, thus the 
original abject and the frame of the subject (1982, 3). Ideally, we never want to associate 
ourselves with the cadaver; occasionally, that is not always the case. However, this becomes a 
paradox, because as it is noted by Kristeva, the cadaver is the abject, since we are unable to 
either categorize it or incorporate it into the subject; the existence, because it is non-existence 
(1982, 4). Therefore, by creating an identity against it, the abject becomes what frames the 
subject (Kristeva 1982, 3–4). Mainly, it is easier to tell what we are not than what we are, and 
certainly, we are not corpses. However, the abject is more than just the corpse; it is the 
fundamental abject in Kristeva’s theory. The other aspects that belong to the abject are more 
personal and not so fixed (1982, 4). Thus, the abject also contains a changing nature, which is 
tied to the cultural and ideological processes within the constitution of the subject. Not only 
does ideology define what the abject is, but it also determines how we relate to it, through 
examples as how we are allowed to perform in relation to it, such as the ritual of mourning as 
Foucault argues in relation to “biopolitics” (1983, 219–221; 2000, 73–75; Kristeva 1982, 3–4; 
Powell 2011, 353). 
 
 
1.3. Posthumanism and transhumanism 
 
The last remaining questions are related to posthumanism and transhumanism, in which case I 
rely on the works of Kathrine Hayles (1999), Nick Bostrom (2005), Cary Wolfe (2010), 
Francesca Ferrando (2013), Max More (2013), and Rosi Braidotti (2013) to conceptualize them. 
Scientific and technological advancement brings to the table a new kind of issue that transcends 
what was established as the notion of ‘human’ before (Ferrando 2013, 26–27). Transhumanism 
challenges prevailing definitions of the human not by revisiting its historical legacies but by 
foregrounding the possibilities opened by biological and technological evolution (Ferrando 
2013, 27). This shift raises fundamental questions about identity—where it resides and whether 
it can exist independently of the body—in the context of emerging technologies envisioning the 
digitization of the mind (Ferrando 2013, 27–28). In response, posthumanism positions itself 
beyond the traditional humanist concept of the human, critiquing the anthropocentric and 
hierarchical assumptions on which it was built and offering a philosophical framework for 
analysing human existence within the unstable categories of the postmodern condition 
(Ferrando 2013, 29). Therefore, posthumanism and transhumanism, in the case of Cyberpunk 
2077, come into the picture as the game tries to redefine the human being by either moving 
beyond the human and integrating the machine to create a cyborg entity or by elevating qualities 
and characteristics, such as creativity and embodiment, to reform the definition of the human. 
 
Posthumanism is a philosophical framework that challenges the humanist conception of the 
human as a universal and autonomous subject by decentring anthropocentric and hierarchical 
models of existence (Ferrando 2013, 29–32). Rather than advocating technological replacement 
of humans, it emphasizes relational ontologies in which human, animal, technological, and 
ecological agencies coexist (Ferrando 2013, 29–31; Braidotti 2013, 26). In this view, 
subjectivity is embodied, relational, and technologically mediated. Braidotti characterizes the 
posthuman condition as a historical shift in which the ideals of individualism and mastery erode, 
and the subject emerges through networks of relations and multiplicities (2013, 49, 55–57). 



 

203 
 

Similarly, Hayles argues that the posthuman signals not the disappearance of humanity but its 
reconfiguration within informational and cybernetic systems that challenge liberal humanist 
notions of disembodied rationality (1999, 2–5). Furthermore, Wolfe underlines that 
posthumanism critiques the Enlightenment model of “Man” rather than humanity itself, 
encouraging ethical and political thinking that extends beyond species boundaries (2010, xv–
xvi). 
 
By contrast, transhumanism focuses on the technological enhancement of human capacities and 
futures shaped by scientific innovation (Ferrando 2013, 27). It assumes that the human 
condition can be radically improved through regenerative medicine, nanotechnology, 
digitization of the mind, and life extension (Ferrando 2013, 27). In this sense, transhumanism 
may be regarded as an “ultra-humanism,” intensifying rather than rejecting humanism through 
technological means (Ferrando 2013, 27). Bostrom defines it as the view that humanity can 
greatly enhance its capabilities by responsibly developing technologies that enable 
superhumans (2005, 3–5), while More characterizes it as the “continuation and acceleration of 
the evolution of intelligent life beyond its currently human form” (2013, 3). Unlike 
posthumanism’s critical decentring of the human, transhumanism retains Enlightenment 
commitments to rationality, progress, and mastery, extending them through biomedical and 
digital innovation (Bostrom 2005, 3–5). In cyberpunk narratives, these utopian ambitions 
frequently mutate into dystopian capitalist excess. 
 
Although historically rooted in postmodernism, posthumanism is not synonymous with it. 
Postmodernism deconstructs Western grand narratives and essentialist categories, including the 
human subject (Ferrando 2013, 30). Posthumanism extends this critique into ontological, 
ethical, and technological domains, offering reconstructive alternatives (Ferrando 2013, 29–
32). While it inherits postmodernism’s skepticism toward centralized authority and singular 
perspectives, it moves beyond critique by developing post-exceptionalist frameworks suited to 
the Anthropocene and to ecological and human–machine relationality (Ferrando 2013, 29, 32). 
Thus, whereas postmodernism destabilizes humanist legacies, posthumanism seeks to 
reconfigure them within pluralistic, non-dualistic, and future-oriented paradigms (Ferrando 
2013, 30–32), whose final contours remain emergent. Therefore, throughout the paper, the 
posthuman is understood as the late stage of postmodernity, within which transhumanism 
becomes the framework to understand the relationship between the concepts of the human being 
and the integration of the machine into it, in order to describe this aspect of the self-conflicting 
subject. 
 
In addition, as Dávid Levente Palatinus (2017) argues, recent science-fiction television and 
film—especially Westworld (2016–2022), but also Ex Machina (2014), Blade Runner 2049 
(2017), and other prominent and related works—use artificial intelligence, androids, and 
posthuman bodies to think through the Anthropocene. The article’s main concern is not simply 
“will machines threaten humans?” but how screen narratives force viewers to rethink human 
identity, agency, sentience, suffering, and responsibility in a world where the boundaries 
between human, animal, machine, organic, artificial, living, and simulated are no longer stable 
(2017). In this sense, Leonardo’s Vitruvian Man traditionally represents the human as rational, 
moral, aesthetic, and central, but in sci-fi narratives that include androids, this humanist icon is 
replaced by an artificial humanoid body, suggesting the decline of anthropocentrism and the 
denaturalization of subjectivity, consciousness, sentience, and agency in the posthuman and 
transhuman (2017). Furthermore, Palatinus situates these screen narratives within the 
Anthropocene: an epoch in which humans have become a planetary ecological force, which 
also proposes a broader critical framework for thinking about ecology, technology, politics, 
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economy, identity, history, and responsibility (2017). Therefore, as cyberpunk narratives are 
grounded in science fiction, in this view, they do not merely predict the future; they stage 
present anxieties about ecological catastrophe, extinction, technological acceleration, 
surveillance, artificial intelligence, and the future of human dominance (Palatinus 2017). 
Consequently, this sets the ground for my analysis as both Hamletmachine and Cyberpunk 2077 
experiment with the current condition of humans living amid crises. 
 
As a result, based on Borlik (2017) Müller’s Hamletmachine is contextualized in the 
postmodern (33), and based on Ferrando, as presented above (2013, 30–32), Cyberpunk 2077 
can be viewed through the lens of the transhuman and the posthuman. These frameworks are 
employed in my argumentation to refer to both philosophical and moral questions. For instance, 
if it is possible to carry one’s consciousness into another body, then what are our moral 
obligations regarding human beings? What is the human (in) essence then? To which, the video 
game tries to provide answers, although it ultimately fails in its attempt. 
 
 
2. The traumatic narrative 
 
The questions outlined in the previous chapter destabilize the socially situated subject and its 
enunciation, which is shaped by the micro- and macrodynamics of subject formation. As stable 
categories disappear, self-definition becomes uncertain. Because body and mind are 
inseparable, the central conflict of Cyberpunk 2077—the rewriting of the protagonist’s mind—
also entails the recalibration of the nervous system, presenting identity transformation as a 
traumatic process that exposes human fragility. In both Hamletmachine and Cyberpunk 2077, 
everyday technologies become key disruptors of subjectivity, reflecting how machines 
increasingly structure human life. By merging human identity with technological systems or 
reducing it to programmable data, these narratives depict the erosion of stable subjectivity. 
Consequently, virtual environments—once perceived as spaces of escape—are reconfigured as 
sites where identity itself becomes vulnerable to technological control and dissolution. 
 
However, exactly this is why interaction with the machine can become (an unexpected) trauma 
as it takes over our lives and agency, especially as it replaces the human body and will, which 
is exemplified in Cyberpunk 2077. For instance, not only can the human psyche be digitized, 
the mind can be rewritten or manipulated in a very invasive manner by artificial intelligence as 
well, which is most evident during the mission titled “Dream On,” where V has to figure out 
what is happening with the mind of the new major candidate, Jefferson Peralez. Therefore, 
suddenly the audience is reflected in the promise that we are going to be nothing but program 
codes and biomachines that are replaceable. This is an unexpected shock instead of the power 
fantasy that the game promises as a hook for the players in the beginning. It is more invasive, 
and that is why it becomes traumatic. 
 
Hamletmachine conveys the experience of abjection through the extreme violence surrounding 
Hamlet and Ophelia. As Borlik notes, the play’s radical imagery—blood, decay, mutilation, 
and suicide—serves as a powerful vehicle for representing the abject, which destabilizes 
boundaries such as “subject/object, living/dead and human/inhuman” (Borlik 2017, 33, 34). 
Ophelia’s sequence of suicides and her sense of defilement, in particular, expose the 
degradation of women within patriarchal structures (Borlik 2017, 34). Borlik further argues that 
Müller reinforces these posthumanist concerns through linguistic ambiguity: the frequent 
omission of clear subjects and pronouns obscures agency and blurs distinctions between human 
and nonhuman actors (2017, 33–34). This ambiguity allows technological objects—databanks, 
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machines, or even a refrigerator from which blood “oozes”—to appear animated, collapsing the 
boundary between organic and mechanical life (2017, 33–34). In this way, Müller not only 
portrays technology as an instrument of abjection but also renders it abject itself, reversing the 
transhumanist aspiration to transcend biology by subjecting technology to biological processes 
(Borlik 2017, 34). 
 
Moreover, this abjection of the machine and the virtual is exemplified by the constant reminders 
by Cyberpunk 2077 towards the players by using a simple tool, the mirror, within the virtual 
environment. As the research of Kłosiński presents, it is the point where the players at first 
construct and connect with their avatars (2022, 68). As Kłosiński argues, the mirror image in 
Cyberpunk 2077 at first builds, but then destabilizes the protagonist’s sense of identity, using 
Lacanian psychoanalysis as the analysis’s interpretive framework (2022, 69). The disruption 
caused by the mirror, when the other appears instead of the expected reflection of the self (where 
the other is represented by the figure of Silverhand), reflects a psychotic experience where the 
boundaries of the ego are not merely malleable (as in neurosis), but nearly absent (Kłosiński 
2022, 69–70). This leads to a threatening perception that another entity seeks to occupy the 
protagonist’s subject position.  
 
Therefore, Silverhand, who at times replaces V’s reflection and even takes control over his or 
her body, functions as this usurping figure from the moment he becomes central to the narrative 
(Kłosiński 2022, 70). As a result, Kłosiński’s analysis through the employed Lacanian 
perspective also supports my claim that the video game can reflect on the dangers of 
virtualization and helps to explain the fear evoked by the intrusive other that appears in the 
mirror, which is the invasive aspect of the machine that threatens agency and subjectivity (2022, 
69–70). Therefore, Cyberpunk 2077 at first immerses the players, then sets a trap and aims to 
get its audience to reflect on the philosophical aspects that are present in its gameplay and 
metanarrative. Most games do not reflect on their effects in connection with virtualization, but 
Cyberpunk 2077, at times, breaks its immersion purposefully to convey its message. 
 
 
3. Escapism and the fantasy of inhabiting a virtual world 
 
The abject as the fear-inciting mystery also makes for wonder and curiosity as well (Kristeva 
1982, 4). We want to avoid it, but we also desire it, and escapism is one of the coping strategies. 
Psychologically, this escapism that is present in video games has a positive and a negative side 
as well (Hussain et al. 2021, 1, 11). In Price's research, analysing the popularity of Isekai 
narratives in the USA and Japan, it is shown how escapism in the form of inhabiting different 
worlds appears in narratives and is growing in popularity (2021, 58–63). For instance, there are 
notable genre narratives that play with the trope of reincarnation in video games, such as 
Skeleton Knight in Another World (2018) and In the Land of Leadale (2022), among others. 
Therefore, it can also be argued on these grounds that the seeds of abjection of real life are 
present in different cultures. Escapism in video games is often linked to psychological needs 
for stability and coping with unresolved real-world problems, turning virtual environments into 
temporary refuges (Deleuze et al. 2018, 19). Such engagement can function as an adaptive 
emotional regulation strategy, where short-term distraction may support well-being, yet 
prolonged reliance may contribute to addiction and withdrawal from reality (Deleuze et al. 
2018, 19–21). Related research connects virtual immersion to rising anxiety levels (Siricharoen 
2019, 3), while broader social data from the COVID-19 period indicate increases in self-harm 
and suicide alongside growing time spent in virtual environments (Murata et al. 2020, 244). 
These tendencies echo Kristeva’s notion of the abject as a rejection of the self (1982, 5), a theme 
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dramatized in Hamletmachine and reworked in Cyberpunk 2077, where the virtual safe space 
ultimately confronts the player rather than simply offering escape. 
 
Interactive narratives intensify this dynamic. Unlike earlier media such as literature or film, 
video games allow players to influence narrative outcomes through decision-making and 
interaction (Consalvo et al. 2016, 1–3). This interactivity amplifies the ideological effects of 
storytelling, as players actively participate in shaping the narrative while confronting moral 
dilemmas (Consalvo et al. 2016, 2–3). Although players possess agency, they tend to reproduce 
their own ethical frameworks, with only a small proportion choosing morally negative 
outcomes (Consalvo et al. 2016, 2–3). 
 
Player choices are further shaped by identification with avatars and characters. Character design 
and representation influence how individuals act within the game world, demonstrating the 
close psychological bond between players and their avatars (Consalvo et al. 2016, 9, 17). 
Therefore, immersion invites and encourages players to exercise their ideological frameworks 
and to reflect on their decisions, while also reinforcing their ideological commitments. 
Although certain immoral actions—such as violence against enemy characters—are often 
justified within the narrative framework (Consalvo et al. 2016, 16). 
 
Furthermore, players frequently develop strong emotional attachments to both their avatars and 
non-player characters (Consalvo et al. 2016, 10; Besmann et al. 2012, 441). In competitive 
contexts, these fictional figures may even be treated with greater empathy than other real 
players (Besmann et al. 2012, 443). Consequently, escapism in video games possesses a dual 
character: it may facilitate the processing of trauma but can also reinforce avoidance of real-
world issues (Hussain et al. 2021, 11). Social relationships, ideological commitments, and peer 
expectations therefore continue to regulate player behaviour even within virtual environments 
(Consalvo et al. 2016, 16; Besmann et al. 2012, 443). This phenomenon I categorise as 
‘character agency’, and it is a materialisation of human nature and the ideologically positioned 
subject, which works against the player’s agency. 
 
Additionally, David Owen finds that players can develop a very strong relationship with their 
avatars, both regarding their feelings, care towards, and personal importance of their avatars 
(2017, 3–4). The player and the avatar can be considered as a joint entity, a cyborg in itself 
(Owen 2017, 75, 158, 168), because “the avatar does not independently move and feel but is 
the means through which the player’s movement and feeling is expressed within the game 
environment and the events unfolding within that virtual world” (Owen 2017, 4). Furthermore, 
this interactivity, as Owen argues, also plays into the enhanced results in connection with 
ideology, which can be either challenged or it can affect players, who interact with it in the 
virtual environment through well-defined reward and punishment systems (2017, 59, 158). The 
technological advancement that took place within the gaming industry made it possible for 
immersion to advance to a next level in the last twenty years (e.g. Oculus Rift and other VR 
headsets), which created a virtual environment where players can associate themselves with 
their avatars in a stronger manner, which consequently also enhanced the effects of ideology 
that it can take on players (Owen 2017, 168, 206).  
 
In conclusion, within their unstable posthuman environment, which fails to provide building 
blocks, well-defined and clear categories for the subject to build itself, the players of video 
games can utilize the mostly stable categories and well-defined virtual world that exists with 
preset rules and morals to supplement their wants for usable building blocks. Therefore, 
escapism becomes both a coping strategy to deal with trauma and, through it, video games 
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become a major part of the subject creation process. However, here it must be underlined that 
the construction of the subject and the above mechanisms are both unconscious processes of 
the players, who act on the basis of unconscious drives and motivations. Nevertheless, self-
reflexivity can be brought to the surface through the active challenges of the game as the 
individual player comes face-to-face with the consequences of his or her decisions and actions. 
 
 
4. The posthuman subject within a virtual world 
 
Cyberpunk 2077, through its narrative, reflects on the process of the abjectification of real life, 
as the individual interacts with the virtual, where the suffering of the real world can be 
alleviated. This reading of the titular video game is based on the theory of the abject by Kristeva 
(1982, 3–4). This is a new paradigm shift that is imprinted within contemporary video games, 
where the subject not only incorporates and associates the self with the virtual world, but also 
moves real life into the abject position. This is established on the extreme tendencies regarding 
narrative immersion on a high level of escapism that results in the preference of the virtual over 
the real (Owen 2017, 3–4; Price 2021, 58–63). Based on this, the question arises: Why do people 
seek validation in video games? One answer and thus a validation for my argument can be that 
video games with their fixed and learnable validation systems provide a mostly stable 
environment for the subject to identify with patterns of subjectivity. 
 
Therefore, the posthuman subject is understood in the paper as the individual whose enunciation 
fails or is in crisis, because both the fundamental building blocks are unstable, and the 
surrounding systems in which the subject exists fall apart without any platform to land on. The 
micro- and macrodynamic processes that construct the posthuman subject cannot build a proper 
and stable identity, and the ideological processes have their effect enhanced during the 
enunciation process, which casts the subject into a state of doubt, and without agency to change 
any of this. What remains is coping, and one strategy is escapism into virtual worlds that could 
serve as supplements for the lack of stability, and which can also provide distraction from the 
real-life fears and sorrows of the subject, such as climate fear, poverty, war anxiety, and 
alienation, among an endless list of similar items.  
 
As it is established, within postmodernity, many examples of films, television series, and even 
video games present the literal escape fantasy from everyday life. Moreover, Consalvo et al. 
argue that the virtual can provide the validation, success and even the human(like) relationships 
which are missing in a not-so-ideal, alienated life, and thus the subject experiences more 
suffering and sorrow in the real life than in the virtual world, where in fact, the player may have 
the agency that is lacking otherwise in real life (2016, 1–3). Consequently, the key to the 
ideological determinacy of video games might lie precisely here: ideology already alienates the 
subject from real life, and the video game appropriated by the capitalist market promises escape 
from this condition, offering agency to the subject, yet in doing so, it further absorbs the subject 
into consumerist logic. 
 
As a result, the subject may begin to distance him- or herself from real life, which gradually 
assumes the position of the abject, while identification with the virtual intensifies. In extreme 
cases, such detachment may lead to the negligence of basic needs or even to suicidal fantasies 
motivated by the hope of awakening within a virtual world, a tendency observed in studies on 
gaming culture and the popularity of isekai narratives (Hussain et al. 2021, 9–11; Price 2021, 
58). Empirical data further support these concerns: research focusing on the United States and 
Japan reports a significant rise in youth depression and suicidal tendencies during the COVID-
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19 pandemic, with depression rates among adolescents (12–18) increasing from approximately 
29% to 55%, and suicidal tendencies from around 13% to 37% (Murata et al. 2020, 244). 
 
In addition, as Borlik argues, within the cyberpunk genre, the posthuman and technological 
fears of the people are also represented, such as the machine or AI taking over our lives (2017, 
41). Posthumanism within Cyberpunk 2077 is presented through multiple narrative tools and 
symbolism. The game gives us multiple ideological (cultural and religious) systems that try to 
answer the question of what defines a human being. Thus, the player is presented with 
Christianity, Buddhism, Shintoism, and Hellenistic philosophies, such as Stoicism, etc., within 
the narrative and the open world that is there for exploration. However, no straightforward 
answer is given; moreover, there are ideologies that are opposites of one another. As a result, 
the interpretation is left for the player, and it materialises in an important decision affecting the 
story and the ending. 
 
The game asks several questions, for which players have to come up with answers. For instance, 
questions cover philosophical, transcendental, and moral topics, including whether we have a 
soul or not. And if we do, then does it also transfer if we are digitized and put into another 
body? This is a central question that comes up in relation to Silverhand, and later with V, who 
is also potentially digitized as a result of players’ choices. The answers given to these questions 
and our conception of these notions also determine what we see as good options or good and 
bad endings by the end of the narrative. From the point that V is executed and is brought back 
to life by the life-saving features of the biochip that is inserted into the flesh, we as players are 
actually in control of a dead man walking. 
 
In line with the above-mentioned arguments of Consalvo et al. (2016, 16) and Besmann et al. 
(2012, 443), due to immersion, we start to see and consider the inhabitants of the living, 
breathing game world as real people, to whom we relate as we would relate to another human 
being. The players can form meaningful relationships, receive appreciation and validation from 
them, and even experience a form of love with them by taking some characters with whom we 
can establish a deeper relationship on dates and so on. This is an example of ideology in action, 
because we deal with the virtual characters according to our ideological behavioural imprints, 
conceived categories and notions (Owen 2017, 168, 206). As a result, the characters and through 
them ideology have an effect on and agency over the player (Owen 2017, 168, 206). 
 
Players may find themselves in the situation that they cannot act against the improvement of 
certain characters’ ‘life’ even after an initial playthrough, because they formed strong emotional 
relationships with virtual characters (Consalvo et al. 2016, 16; Besmann et al. 2012, 443). 
Consequently, it can be established that the issue is not with the illusion of choice presented by 
the program, narrative, and their limitations, because the real limiting factor is the ideologically 
positioned subject. 
 
Furthermore, as V struggles for his or her own autonomy and agency, at first unbeknownst to 
the players, they also fight for theirs. There are two scenarios that can play out in the narrative 
regarding agency, based on the players’ choices and their relation to Johnny Silverhand. On the 
one hand, if the players build a great relationship with Johnny and associate themselves with 
this virtual entity, then if they allow Johnny to take over V’s body, the players get to play in the 
shoes of Johnny and even complete the last mission as him being in charge. However, in the 
final moments of the narrative, the game does not return the player to V to decide about his or 
her own fate; instead, the players remain with Johnny, and V is about to commit suicide and 
sacrifice him- or herself, so that Johnny can inherit the body that they shared throughout the 
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narrative. On the other hand, if the players do not sympathise with Johnny and do not build a 
good standing relationship with him, then let him take over; the players’ control is totally taken 
away, and instead the game only shows a glimpse and some fragments about what Johnny was 
doing while he was in control. It can come as a surprise that the game takes away control and 
agency, but at the same time, it shows how the virtual can take over the life of the individual.  
 
 
5. Rebellion against and rejection of the self in Cyberpunk 2077 
 
A carefully constructed system of values, order, and humanity is put into a problematized 
position in the narrative of Cyberpunk 2077, where the ultimate decisions are not made by the 
individual characters within the narrative, rather it is left to the player to act or refrain from 
action. The player character of Cyberpunk 2077 is given the option to listen to Silverhand, or 
to reject him. On the one hand, listening to him sets the protagonist and the player on a path of 
revenge and ambition in order to become the “Legend of Night City,” which eventually results 
in the doom of the character and, at best, with some months left to live. On the other hand, 
rejection of Silverhand results in the chance of resisting temptation and ambition that comes 
with the role of the hero. However, this rejection has to be carried out by the player, who is 
tempted by challenges, possibilities, drives, and desires to stray from this path. Eventually, what 
the player puts into the abject position is going to determine what the outcome of the narrative 
will be. Whether we are morphed with technology, retain our humanity and reject the machine, 
exiled into hell, or get our personality overwritten by a program, all of which depend on the 
notion that the player formulates as an answer to the question of what a human is and what 
abject frames this notion. 
 
Consequently, one of the challenges, in order for the players to retain their humanity and 
agency, is to defeat their own ambition to ensure V’s survival. Therefore, the only salvation for 
the character, and similarly for the players, is to give up the cybernetic powers. The result is 
assimilation with the masses, but that gives the protagonist another chance at life. Furthermore, 
the audience of this tragic narrative may feel pity and fear, which stem from the abject, which 
is intensified through interactions via the player’s avatar (Owen 2017, 3–4). As a result, these 
feelings become personal, and the catharsis is enhanced. 
 
Therefore, in a post-humanist manner, Cyberpunk 2077 also posits this idea that the new taboo 
is the machine-man. Corpses, innards, blood, and gore are everyday occurrences in the game’s 
world and thus in the space that the narrative takes place, which is called Night City. As a result, 
they can no longer serve as a real shock to the inhabitants of this dystopian city. However, the 
digitization of the human mind and identity is the taboo notion that we eventually, as players, 
have to interact with. The very reduction of the human mind and thoughts into numbers and 
algorithms. However, the question remains: what does it mean to be human? What distinguishes 
us from artificial intelligence or the machines that replace us? 
 
In comparison, Hamletmachine and Cyberpunk 2077 ask questions to challenge the individual 
on a level that questions the integrity of the subject and the abject. By the end of 
Hamletmachine, amidst the horror and the possible escape through the submission to 
technology, death itself and the cadaver itself do not seem too undesirable and something to be 
outcast or rejected – a way out of madness and sorrow. Similarly, Cyberpunk 2077 offers the 
players multiple ways to commit suicide if they happen to reach a point of no return from where 
there is no way to achieve a happy ending or just survival. The players in this situation have to 
identify with and accept their own death and doom. Additionally, this happens when V, the 
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protagonist, is seemingly saved through a method of digitizing the psyche. Thus, the question 
of what makes us human beings is shockingly put in front of us, which we must face. 
 
Religion is a key factor in the creation of the abject, and it is also a key determinant in the 
definition of the human being (Kristeva 1982, 16). Both Cyberpunk 2077 and Hamletmachine 
are presented as a race towards death, which underlines our impending doom outside of the 
texts. The game offers multiple answers to the definition of the human, from Buddhism to 
Christianity; and it arrives at the conclusion that the mind is inseparable from the body, but 
cannot find an answer to the problematization of the human soul. Whether the human soul is 
preserved through its sacred nature or it is non-existent is asked of the player, and thus, the 
player has to answer this question through the choices that eventually determine the fate of V. 
 
Additionally, there are two narrators in Cyberpunk 2077 that inhabit the same body and mind, 
symbolising these psychological battles and the split subject. One of them is V, and the other is 
Johnny, who enters in Act II. We as players witness V’s decay and deterioration throughout the 
narrative as he or she gradually merges with the identity of Johnny. For instance, V is a non-
smoker, and Johnny is an addict, but as time goes on and the chip’s effects take hold, he or she 
may light a cigarette based on the player’s choices regarding the degree of resistance to the 
mentioned effects. As a result, the players witness the deterioration of the subject before their 
eyes as the frames and building blocks of the protagonists are questioned, challenged and 
eventually deconstructed. 
 
This illustrates how self-abjection and rejection have to be carried out, and also the value system 
of the player has to be challenged. What matters more, survival or moral integrity? If we opt to 
side with Johnny, we can become a rebel against the system and take a morally elevated 
position; however, this is going to result in the death of our character in one way or another. On 
the contrary, if we opt to turn down Johnny, which can be difficult at times when the audience 
is conditioned to feel pity for him or when an emotional connection is established, then we have 
to take and occupy a morally negative space with which most people do not want to be 
associated with; however, this negative relation leads to V’s survival. This shows how emotions 
and human relations are played against the player. 
 
 
6. Temptation, resistance, and escape 
 
Everything starts with the temptation of V by the Black Jesus of the bar called the Afterlife. 
The protagonist, up until this point, lives under the radar. However, the seeds of ambition are 
there because V wants to be big and to be seen among the Legends. However, the title of legend 
is reserved for those who go out with a “blaze of glory” (Cyberpunk 2077 2020, Conversations 
with Dex). That is the point when Dexter DeShawn, the fixer, nicknamed Black Jesus, comes 
into play and tempts the player to attempt something big; he offers the protagonist, and thus 
indirectly the player, a deal that is hard to refuse. This fuels not only the protagonist’s ambition, 
but also that of the player who is an active participant. Later on, as Johnny enters the plot, he 
acts very similarly, because he plants the seeds of revenge in V and fuels the players’ ambition 
by tempting them to push further and complete loose ends that Johnny could not see through in 
his own life. 
 
After the initial encounter with Dex, by the time we meet him again, after we failed to carry out 
the greatest heist and managed to fall victim to ambition and those who have much more power 
than the tiny mercenary that V is, we are confronted with the wrong end of a pistol’s barrel. 
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“’Member our first convo? Seems I’ve chosen the quiet life, after all. No blaze o’ glory for me” 
as it can be heard from the Black Jesus, before he puts a bullet in our head (Cyberpunk 2077 
2020, No-Tell Motel scene). In comparison with V, at this point in the narrative, Dex is already 
past the point of no return, and his doom and death are unavoidable. 
 
This is the point where Johnny comes in and saves V from dying, and also unintentionally starts 
overwriting the mind of the protagonist as if it were a computer. Also, this is the part where the 
players are presented with the big question: if you want to retain your agency and humanity, 
then would you resist temptation by defeating your own ambition, or would you side with 
Johnny in his quest for revenge against Arasaka and the capitalist system? Thus, ambition leads 
to the abjectification of real life as V merges with Johnny, who embodies virtualisation and 
identification with the virtual over the real as the cadaver of Johnny is incorporated into the 
protagonist’s subject. 
 
Johnny occupies the position of the cadaver that we are not supposed to identify with. He 
functionally invades and wants to control the protagonist either literally or ideologically. This 
makes V equated with the self-doubting person as he or she struggles with the effects of 
ideology that penetrates his or her mind, and, consequently, establishes V as the protagonist 
who struggles with escapism and virtualisation. 
 
There are multiple different endings to the narrative, and these depend on the answers that the 
players give to the proposed questions of ambition and posthumanism. A way of retaining 
agency in the game is by suicide, which I categorise as ironic agency, the choice to go out as a 
human. Otherwise, players can identify with Johnny and give up V to be either rewritten or 
digitized. However, this outcome offers Johnny a redemption and a sense of humanity, which 
is especially shown when he symbolically buries V. However, the game’s concept of hell also 
exists in the intensified and maddening suffering as the protagonist has to go around in circles 
while no real cure can be found, just to be presented with an option to either die on Earth within 
a few months of suffering or, as a relief, be imprisoned as an engram written on a chip. 
 
In opposition, Cyberpunk 2077: Phantom Liberty, which completes the game’s narrative, offers 
an option to give up hubris and become an ordinary person. This is the only way of retaining 
all of our humanity, but losing everything that made us a superhuman cyborg. This is generally 
difficult to do because it also means the abandonment of the hero’s role. While giving in to 
hubris leads to a “blaze of glory,” as V becomes a legend of the Afterlife, having only a few 
months left before dying. It is further complicated as the deterioration of V’s identity is shown 
as he or she is now only a husk. It seems that something is lost, which can be theorised to be 
the soul. Additionally, a false happy ending is constructed if the player chooses to leave Night 
City behind with his or her love interest. 
 
In addition, the technology presented in the game, which is more advanced than ours, offers a 
lot of possibilities for the world’s inhabitants, with its downsides and risks as well. The game 
treats technology as an integral part of capitalism’s maintaining and reproduction process, 
similarly, as it is established above, based on Lyotard (1984, 3–5, 9–11). The player can 
experience technology as it is being somewhat liberatory for the individual, but eventually it is 
ordinary, because it is an integral part of life (Batylda 2020, 30–31). Moreover, it is even 
necessary in extreme cases, for instance, to save a life or to overcome the loss of a limb, yet in 
their capitalist core, cyberwares are there to generate profit and boost production and make 
people dependent on technology (Batylda 2020, 31). Moreover, utilizing cybernetics is not 
without side effects. “Although advances in medical science for the greater part of a century 
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have reduced its incidence to a minimum, cyberware rejection can still occur in a small subset 
of the population. These unlucky few can experience a range of complications” (Cyberpunk 
2077 2020, “Cyberware Usage and Its Side Effects” datashard).  
 
The game also presents complications for the player through cyberpsychosis. Cyberpsychosis 
is when people lose control as their neural system rejects cybernetics, and through the medical 
system that also generates needs through the side effects in people to consume different 
pharmaceutical products to stay sane and functional or to be able to use prosthetics (Batylda 
2020, 24, 30–31). The prosthetics and the medicine to deal with them are administered by 
ripperdocs, who are specialists that can “install” cyberware on the spot, which “isn’t more 
complicated than a visit to the dentist’s office” (Batylda 2020, 31). As a result, this complex 
integration of the machine into the world and the narrative allows the analysis of the abject in 
relation to technology as it is an integral part of this virtual world’s human environment, thus 
also it is a part of the creation of the socially positioned subject. 
 
Consequently, the above-described relationship between machines, cybernetics and humans 
also presents the life-threatening crisis of V’s mind and body, caused by Silverhand’s invasion, 
under the light of health issues. After V is examined by Viktor Vector, the protagonist’s friend, 
a ripperdoc and deliverer of the bad news, the player is given two medical pills, which pay 
homage to The Matrix, because one is blue and the other is red. Also, the player has to make a 
similar choice, as Neo in the film, several times throughout the narrative, to either take one or 
the other. The pills are presented by Misty (another friend of V), who describes the blue pills 
as the “Omega blockers – taken regularly, they’ll keep things from progressing too quickly,” 
given on the doctor’s orders, while the red pills are called “Pseudoendotrizine,” which is a ‘gift’ 
from her, as the “[e]ffect’ll be opposite. It’ll speed things up, free the demon, so to speak” 
(Cyberpunk 2077 2020, “Playing for Time”). So, the player can decide to either repress 
Silverhand and barter for time before V’s condition progresses into a critical state by taking the 
blue pill, or take the red pill and let Johnny take control. For instance, during the main job titled 
“A Cool Metal Fire,” the player has to decide whether to let Johnny take control, and if the red 
pill is chosen here, then it can prevent the player from curing the main character and, 
consequently, losing control and the battle with hubris for survival in the long run. 
 
The narrative in this sense becomes an allegory of battling a deadly disease, which can be 
analogous with the identity crisis of the postmodern condition, as the word ‘condition’ connects 
with disease. Therefore, the healing mechanism in Cyberpunk 2077 is presented through the 
goal of surviving and defeating an illness. Thus, in this framework, healing plays a major role, 
as medicine is presented as a means to save the life of the protagonist. Similarly, letting go of 
hubris is a way of achieving healing, instead of becoming a legend that expires quickly, by 
accepting Solomon Reed’s offer at the end of Phantom Liberty to be taken to a high-tech private 
hospital. This raises the question of how the player can take part in the narrative so that the 
video game can offer a positive outcome in the light of healing. By presenting the internal 
conflict against the identity crisis and virtualization as a kind of battle against a serious disease, 
Cyberpunk 2077 can reflect on the problem of the self-conflicting subject in a graspable and 
down-to-earth manner and, thus, can also offer a positive outlook through literally utilizing 
healing in the game. 
 
In summary, if we choose to resist the temptation of Night City and the expected player 
behaviour of acting as the hero of the narrative, then did we successfully reject the 
abjectification of real life? Cyberpunk 2077 does not give a definitive answer, but it reflects on 
the identity crisis and provides multiple tools to decipher both the question and the possible 
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answers to it. However, the player has to come up with some answers in order to complete the 
narrative and shape its ending. The narrative, therefore, reflects on the issue that the virtual 
becomes a place of refuge, a means of escape, and to which people really escape amidst the 
identity crisis. On the one hand, this process and interaction with the narrative can provide a 
healing mechanism through coping strategies that help the players navigate this crisis. On the 
other hand, as it is mostly an unconscious process, it can turn dangerously too appealing, as it 
can ultimately become a way to get rid of the suffering of real life. Therefore, an option is to 
associate ourselves with what was previously considered the abject: the machine, the virtual. 
And for total escape, real life becomes an abject in turn. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
In summary, the challenges that are formulated in Cyberpunk 2077 are in line with Kristeva’s 
thesis, namely, with the interpellation and resistance that create both the subject and the abject 
(1982, 1–4). As the abject frames the socially positioned subject, in case of changes, the 
interpellation process results in a different subject. Müller’s Hamletmachine shows that the 
societal and technological advancements result in transcending the traditional man-machine 
binary opposition, while cultural ideology, in the name of the autonomous, sovereign bourgeois 
subject, is still interested in upholding and disseminating the concept of this hierarchical 
opposition of man over machine. The drama deconstructs this ideological binary, and, at the 
same time, it also suggests that we as humans started to surpass this opposition; and we are 
embarking on the transition that takes us over into the period of the trans- and the posthuman. 
Similarly, Cyberpunk 2077 reflects on a new paradigm shift that now includes the virtual space 
in this equation, which can push real life into an abject position. Thus, the two narratives reflect 
on and exemplify how simulacra and virtualization make it increasingly difficult to define what 
“real life” means, as the boundary between the “real” and the virtual becomes blurred when 
reality itself is interpreted and experienced through virtual models. 
 
Furthermore, this research could be extended with a more thorough inclusion of the 
transhumanist theories in order to draw a complex analysis of the cyborg aspects of Cyberpunk 
2077, extended with a more in-depth analysis of the player-avatar relationship based on chapter 
two, titled “The Gamer as Cyborg” in Player and Avatar by David Owen (2017). Additionally, 
there are other connected multimedia adaptations and narrative extensions of the video game, 
such as books, comic books, and a Netflix series, which could further support and extend the 
argument of this research. Because the cyborg gamer is one of the most cunning innovations of 
the capitalist market: it replaces reality itself for the subject with the far more desirable virtual—
though this comes at a price, quite literally in money. 
 
In conclusion, Cyberpunk 2077 eventually turns the personal imprints of ideology (the 
preconceptions, norms and behavioural patterns that they take with themselves into the virtual 
world) against the player, who is a socially positioned subject. The narrative of the game posits 
that if the player gets caught up in hubris and wants to be either the hero or heroine or the king 
of the city, the city will consume him or her, as hubris burns up the subject and V suffers the 
Black Jesus’ fate in the “blaze of glory” (Cyberpunk 2077 2020, Conversations with Dex). 
Virtuality and the machine, which offered an escape route and a focus for passion, gradually 
turn against the consumer and make the player face the inner fears and dilemmas that both 
dissolve and constitute the subject. The answers that are offered by the game are also pointing 
outwards and surpass the game’s world, because the problems presented are real and are only 
dressed to be of a different age. Therefore, the challenge to one’s own self-integrity can equally 
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result in either stagnation, improvement, or decline: outcomes that the player will take outside 
virtuality. Those players who cannot find purpose or agency and validation outside the virtual 
world might opt to seek the virtual as the identifiable and can also seek suicide, so death can 
lose the abject position. Through immersion and escapism, the virtual space thus becomes 
valued over real life. And that leads to the idea that the real world, which provides only 
individual suffering, takes the place of the abject. This might eventually lead to the notion that 
the abject is a changing phenomenon and that we can also abjectify the real world and 
reconfigure it as the cadaver part of the subject; the way this process is reflected by the narrative 
of Cyberpunk 2077, where V can give up life in order to leave for a virtual space, also highlights 
the dangerous tendencies present in the contemporary culture regarding escapism and our 
relationship with the virtual. The game’s narrative, therefore, highlights that the healing 
mechanism through escapism only works if it does not create addiction to the virtual world’s 
validation. 
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Metacommentary: This narrative responds to the prompt requiring a personal narrative of a 
body part; it speaks in its voice and addresses both external perception and internal sensation. 
The author's natural, textured hair becomes a visible declaration of heritage and cultural 
significance, and a nonverbal marker of her North African identity. This specific shape is far 
from being merely a physical trait; it is also deeply rooted in African cultural practices, where 
maintaining one's hair is crucial to communal bonds. Within the European landscape, however, 
this distinct texture is frequently "othered" and forced into the role of a strong site for self-
definition. The piece is structured as an implicit revelation: the body part is never explicitly 
named, and the title poses a question that only the final metaphor answers. This narrative 
maintains a poetic tone through metaphors of geometry, weather, water absorption, and archival 
memory, and it positions itself as a conscious entity bearing the weight of cultural history. 
 
 
I am geometry unbound, a thousand spirals drawn not by choice, but by an ancient, insistent 
code. I am the spring, the helix, the unyielding architecture of a heritage defined by sun and 
sand. I exist in constant, tense negotiation with gravity, with humidity, and most profoundly, 
with the collective eye of the continent my owner calls "home". She believes she wears me, but 
I am the true historian; I carry the weight of memory, a lineage made visible, a living, breathing 
archive written in tight, deliberate loops.  
 
In the damp, muted light of this European city, where the prevailing aesthetic favors the linear 
and the polished, I am immediate, undeniable proof of an elsewhere. I am not merely texture; I 
am testimony.  
 
I watch the eyes that track my movement. I am a disruptive geography, a spontaneous explosion 
of matter in a world that craves smooth predictability. I know that their curiosity is less about 
my form and more about the boundaries I represent.  
 
They reach for me, without asking for permission. They assume a complexity so profound that 
it must be public property, an exhibit, or a strange landscape to be verified by a casual touch. I 
suddenly feel the electric sting of their fingertips. The sudden, soft collision of curiosity and 
entitlement, and I recoil, tightening the spring of my core to protect the precious seed of history 
held deep in my roots. My function is not to be understood here, but to stand apart, often 
mislabeled as a burden.  
 
The labels float above her head like thin, transparent clouds: Wild. Untamed. Unruly.  
 
I know these words do not describe my shape; they are telling the cultural forces I refuse to 
flatten. They show her images of still water, of sleek river currents, demanding that I become 
something linear, predictable, and quiet. They mistake my natural geometry for chaos. It is here,  
under the white-hot scrutiny of the outside world, that I feel my greatest collective tension, the 
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need to contain the sun's fierce memory, the abrasive spirit of the desert wind, the geometric 
artistry of the Berber tradition, and the history of resilient North African women within a 
volume they deem disruptive. The pressure to conform is a physical weight, pressing down on 
the base  of her spine, a subtle ache I transmit from the nape.  
 
I am a persistent target of unsought advice, a problem to be solved with heat and chemicals. I 
attract the friend who offers a smoothing product, the stranger who asks how long it takes to 
"fix" this. My very existence is framed as a state of temporary disorder waiting for the linear 
perfection of a dominant culture. This constant pressure is a weight that settles across my entire 
surface, exhausting the spring, making me yearn for the moment the outside light is shut off 
and I can simply be without being analyzed. I am the silent argument against the norm.  
 
The elements themselves become tools of resistance. The chill, moist air of the north, which  
seeksto collapse and soften my structure, meets the ingrained memory of dry light. My tendency 
is to swell, to occupy more space, and to declare my volume precisely when the environment 
seeks to diminish it, it's like I am a flag of my own making. Every morning, she chooses to step 
out into the street, letting me rise and swell into the humid air. I am the crown she never asked 
for, but which she wears with defiant grace.  
 
The true weight of my existence is felt at the threshold, the moment the key turns in the lock, 
and the door slams shut on the external world. That is when I can relax the tension I held all 
day against the gravitational pull of judgment.  
 
I am an emotional barometer. I transmit the day's fatigue through a subtle pull at the roots, a 
dryness that speaks of the air-conditioned offices and the cold wind of indifference. But now, 
in the quiet, the dialogue can begin.  
 
I am a thousand tiny, happy fists, tightening my grip on the silence. I am a creature of the 
weather, but also of scent. I register the sudden, profound change in air quality, the shift from 
ozone and exhaust to the subtle, comforting aroma of home: old wool, citrus, and the faint, 
sweet trace of the shea she used yesterday.  
 
She reaches not to tame me, but to cover me. The act of wrapping the silk scarf is a ceremony 
of protection, a temporary withdrawal from the war of perception. I feel the smooth slip of 
fabric against me, tucking the excess volume away for the night, acknowledging that what I 
represent is too valuable and too fragile to be exposed to the casual scraping of sleep or the 
accidental friction of her pillow case. It's an act of love.  
 
Sometimes, she runs her hand across the protected mass at the back of her head. And I relay 
the memory of her mother's hands, the rhythm of the brush on her grandmother's scalp, a 
phantom sensation I carry. Every spiral is a sentence, every shaft an entry in a history book that 
has been forbidden to be written down, passed only through texture. I am a code legible only 
to those who share my geometry.  
 
 
When the bath fills, and the steam rises, I come entirely into my own. This is the moment of 
my purification, my reclamation. My sound is not silence, but absorption.  
 
The warm, abundant water is my greatest love. It penetrates the core, releasing the 
environmental stress and the stiffness of yesterday's defiance. I drink deeply. She tips her head 
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back, and I feel the powerful rush, the weight multiplying rapidly as every fiber becomes 
saturated. The coils loosen, untwining their tightly wound secrets just enough to be handled, 
transforming from solid architecture to elastic silk.  
 
Then comes the oil: almond, argan, the earthy, golden fragrances of the continent we left 
behind.  I feel the gentle tug and release of her fingers, the only hands allowed to navigate my 
complex terrain. This is not mere grooming, it's devotion, a meditative ritual passed down 
through generations. I feel the paddle of the brush, soft as a whisper, working through the knots 
of the day's stress, untangling not just strands, but separating the external judgments from the 
internal truth, releasing each coil holding the memory of that moment, the scent of the steam, 
the rhythm of her heart beating softly above her chest, the profound quiet of belonging.  
 
The moments of shedding are profound. I feel the gentle detachment of the old, the worn, the 
spent. These abandoned fibers carry the stress of the days they witnessed, the anxiety of exams, 
the tension of difficult conversations.   
 
After the water is gently squeezed out, I feel the final process of definition. The cool air of the 
diffuser is a wind, shaping me into the perfect form. I coil tight and snap back into my desired 
geometry, sealing the moisture deep within the cuticle. I rise from her scalp, weightless and 
powerful, yet bound to the root. 
 
I do not hang; I hover. My motion is not pendulous but a perpetual, silent dance, a small 
choreography of rebellion against the straight line. I am the shield that holds her ancestral 
memory. I am the texture of home that she carries with her across every border. Unyielding and 
unafraid. I am the geography of her identity, forever marked by the sun, forever standing in the 
rain, and I will keep her warm, I will keep her honest, I will keep her rooted. We are one 
beautiful knot, connected to the earth, and reaching for the sun.  
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