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POETRY
Garrett Fox
Creighton University

The following poems incorporate various mythic and historical
elements of the Camino de Santiago (The Way of St. James) into
classical poetic structures. The author wished to contextualize and
express his own experience within these elements and to add new
meaning to the way.
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MIDWAY
The vineyards blush vermilion in the dawning stain,
Their fruit like lilac pearl loosely strung
Between the hills of wheat as thick as mane.
A pair of starlings spar above. The young
And spritely hatchling nips her winged, ailing
Elder, loosing antic song that moves the sun.
But oh how quickly Autumn’s wind will sail
Her youth away, when beaks will tear and bleed
For spoiled vine. Marauded fields unveil
A kingdom less divine. Now bare, a seed
Takes root in silent, clouded acre. Inlaid
In aching Spanish bone, a fetid weed
Breaks ground and curls in deep and savage ways.
Its thorns like arrows leave a crimson mark
And crown the hilltops as the daylight wanes.
The berries shine but bring a bitter harvest
And farmers hands reach out in offering.
They fawn and sing within a forest dark.
Oh God, oh Muse, please guide them towards the Spring,
That they might rebehold the stars again.
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CURBSIDE GRACE
What levy must I pay for resurrection?
A blistered heel, a bleeding heart, an heir
In offering? Must life be bent in prayer
To make an image flush with God’s perfection?
Enchanted eyes are ripe for misdirection
And peddlers bank the byways, granting fare
To heaven. Silver passes hands like air
Through valley timber, blowing toward perdition.
Yet through this curbside grace a Truth is spoken,
One that sees the Pentecostal burning
Caught in rooster comb, that hears salvation
In his crow, that through his coat embraces
Love’s invasion of the heart returning.
Yes, even if it crumbles, bread is broken.
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“THE PAGES ARE BLANK”: NARRATIVE STAGNANCY
AND RESCRIPTING THROUGH FUKÚ AND ZAFA IN
THE BRIEF WONDROUS LIFE OF OSCAR WAO
Hannah Okelberry
Creighton University

The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao employs various semisupernatural elements to recount the life of Oscar de Léon, the
dominant of these being “fukú americanus,” or, “the Curse and the
Doom of the New World”.1 Fukú unifies the narrative in much the
same way that it unifies the Cabral family, and, on a larger scale, all
oppressed peoples. In this paper, I offer an explanation of what fukú
represents, borrowing in part from Gonzalez’ understanding of fukú
as a power dynamic that prescribes certain realities. However, I offer
fukú as less of an explicit exertion of power, as is Gonzalez’ position,
and more as a function of narrative construction and reconstruction in
the lives of those who are subject to such power. In this paper, I will
argue that fukú is at work in the lives of Dominican people when they
enter into an acceptance that their misfortune, imparted on them by
such executions of power, is inevitable and enduring. To do so, I will
first describe the nature of the curse in the novel before outlining
briefly the arguments of Bautista and Gonzalez regarding the
symbolism of fukú so that I can establish firmly a conceptual basis on
which my own interpretation will rest. I will then describe the realities
that such power exertions create and to which Dominican people are
uniquely subject in order to ultimately arrive at my conclusion that
fukú is a resignation to these realities.
Scholarship agrees that fukú is vindictive on multiple levels.
First, on the global level, fukú is born of white colonial contact with
Junot Díaz, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (New York:
Riverhead Books, 2007), 1.
4
1

the Caribbean. It also functions on an intermediate level within the
Dominican Republic through Trujillo’s dictatorship and the violence it
imparts on its people.2 Finally, fukú operates on the local level by
resembling everyday bad luck and superstitions. For example, fukú is
cited as the reason Yunior’s “twelve-daughter uncle in the Cibao …
believed he’d been cursed by an old lover to never have male
children.”3 Additionally, from this local standpoint, fukú also has a
genealogic effect. Fukú is not only “in the air” at any given time and
on any given level,4 but it also works its way through family trees.5
Fukú is positioned as a broad, ambiguous curse that exerts itself in
any number of ways in any person’s life. However, because Díaz
keeps the nature of fukú ambiguous in the novel, an understanding of
what fukú ultimately represents requires a more thorough
investigation. One such investigation claims that Oscar’s growing
belief in fukú as the novel progresses is reflective not only of his
growing pessimism but also a reconnection with his Dominican roots,
thereby equating fukú with historical and cultural rootedness.6
Another takes a broader approach, suggesting that fukú is a function
not of cultural connectedness but of power; specifically, that it is a
“novelization” of the ways in which power in the postcolonial world
is exerted on the lives of those living in it. In particular, such power is
exerted to create capitalistic, heteronormative, and misogynistic
realties.7
Ibid., 3; José David Saldívar, “Conjectures on ‘Americanity’ and
Junot Díaz’s ‘Fukú Americanus’ in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar
Wao,” The Global South 5, no. 1 (2011): 125,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2979/globalsouth.5.1.120.
3 Díaz, Brief Wondrous Life, 5.
4 Ibid., 2.
5 Fremio Sepulveda, “Coding the Immigrant Experience: Race,
Gender, and the Figure of the Dictator in Junot Diaz’s Oscar Wao,”
Journal of Caribbean Literatures 7, no. 2 (2013): 22,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43672608.
6 Daniel Bautista, “Comic Book Realism: Form and Genre in Junot
Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao,” Journal of the Fantastic in
the Arts 21, no. 1 (2010): 50, http://www.jstor.org/stable/24352336.
7 Melissa M. Gonzalez, “‘The Only Way Out Is In’: Power, Race, and
Sexuality Under Capitalism in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao.”
5
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According to Bautista, Oscar’s belief in fukú is parallel to his
fascination with science fiction and fantasy, and it ultimately becomes
the vehicle by which Oscar reconnects to his Dominican roots. At the
start of the novel, Oscar is disinterested in fukú precisely because he is
a “hardcore sci-fi and fantasy man.”8 He views his literary interests
(or, his “genres,” as they are called) as irreconcilable with a belief in
fukú. Tellingly, the first time he travels to Santo Domingo he writes
two fantasy books but does not bother to learn anything about his
family’s curse, which is distinct from his second trip to Santo
Domingo later in his life.9 However, as the novel progresses, Oscar’s
initially limited engagement with fukú becomes more expansive. He
cites it as the reason for his attempted suicide and insists to Yunior
that it is as much a part of their lives as it that of their parents’.10
Bautista attributes this growing belief in fukú to Oscar’s growing
pessimism about the world, but, as my argument will later illustrate, I
propose Oscar to become less pessimistic as the novel continues.
Therefore, I subscribe more to Bautista’s second argument, which is
that Oscar’s growing belief in fukú is “an important reflection of his
reconnection to his Dominican roots.”11 During his second trip to
Santo Domingo, he does not conceal himself in his room to write
science-fiction but is instead “consumed” by an investigation into the
ways in which fukú affects his and his family’s life; namely, in terms
of Abelard’s downfall. It is also “strongly suggested” that Oscar
writes a book explaining fukú as it works within his family.12 What
this argument leaves incomplete is the function of fukú through a lens
broader than Oscar’s individual interaction with it, which would lend
itself to fukú as a function of narrative rescripting on a cultural level.
Gonzalez comes closer, maintaining that fukú is a sort of Foucauldian
power, and that this power exists on a global, intermediate, and
individual level.

Studies in Contemporary Fiction 57, no. 3 (2016): 280,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00111619.2015.1046590.
8 Bautista, “Comic Book Realism,” 48.
9 Ibid.
10 Ibid, 49.
11 Ibid.
12 Ibid.
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To Gonzalez, fukú is the exertion of power on its subjects.
Trujillo, for example, facilitates fukú in his oppression of the
Dominican people through physical violence and casting a “shadow
of fear” over the region.13 Additionally, fukú is also exerted through
ideological dominance, for Trujillo’s subjugated people live in a world
of not only genocide and torture but also of a “hypersexual, violent
masculinity” which takes shape in the lives of Dominican people as
the “normative form of Dominican masculinity.”14 Such
hypersexuality is what Gonzalez refers to as the “internalized effect”
of Trujillo’s own behavior, and it persists through generations.15
Therefore, fukú is power exerted both physically, through mass
genocide of the Dominican people, and ideologically, through the
prescription of normative behaviors. Moreover, exertion of power is
not limited to those who explicitly wield it (namely, Trujillo), for
ideological fukú is perpetuated by the subjects themselves, as well as
their descendants.16 Gonzalez notes that it is for this reason that Díaz
never makes clear the divide between those who are fukú’s facilitators
and those who are its victims, for “fukú conditions all lives as an
internalized force” and “we all reproduce the same oppressive forces
that shape us.”17 As Lola laments near the end of the novel, “Ten
million Trujillos is all we are.”18 I would like to harvest this notion of
fukú as the perpetuity of ideological power exertion to construct my
argument that fukú, more than merely the realities that such an
ideology constructs through its subjects, is instead the subjects’
resignation to these realities. Throughout the novel, fukú is cited
when one is in the presence of misfortune. I propose that fukú, more
than the misfortune itself, is the acceptance of this misfortune as being
unchangeable. It is the belief that one’s narrative is stagnant, and that
things as they are will always be as they are. Such cultural realities to
which Dominicans are subject and believe are fixed are best displayed
in Oscar Wao through gendered prescriptions, though each character
also has their individual misfortune within this framework.
Gonzalez, “Power, Race, and Sexuality,” 281.
Ibid.
15 Ibid., 280.
16 Ibid.
17 Ibid., 282.
18 Ibid, Díaz, Brief Wondrous Life, 324.
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As Gonzalez notes, a primary means by which ideological
power constructs narratives in the novel space is through a
prescription of “hypersexualized, violent masculinity” for Dominican
males.19 This prescription originates in its embodiment in men of
power or influence. Early in the novel, for example, Díaz offers
Porfirio Rubirosa, Trujillo’s son-in-law and confidante, as the
archetype of Dominican maleness. In addition to being attractive—a
“tall, debonair prettyboy”—he is also sexually charged—“the original
Dominican Player, fucked all sorts of women.”20 Trujillo is another
person of power revealed to be both the archetype and architect of
such narrative prescriptions. As a ruler whose dictatorship sustains
itself through the personality cult it engineers,21 Trujillo’s behavioral
conduct trickles down into the lives of the Dominican people. His
violence toward women, in particular, engenders the behaviors and
attitudes toward women characteristic of Yunior and the rest of the
young Dominican boys in the novel. Just as Trujillo sexualizes and
objectifies women (he pursues “every hot girl in sight, even the wives
of his subordinates, thousands upon thousands upon thousands of
women”),22 so too are attitudes toward women among Dominicans in
New Jersey similarly sexualized and objectified. In this way, the
prescription for this Dominican brand of masculinity originates in
people of power and exerts itself as a construction of reality for those
within the culture over which it has influence.
Yunior is an apt example of how this ideological narrative
construction is embodied in the people of a culture. As an archetype
of Dominican masculinity, he prides himself in having “playerly
wisdom” that he can use to help Oscar in his romantic endeavors.23
He interprets his world in terms of the women around him; in
particular, their bodies. He is also chronically unfaithful to Lola,
arguably the only woman in any of his sexual or romantic endeavors
whom he truly loves.24 Oscar, on the other hand, is the antithesis of
such “playerly wisdom.” Overweight and acne-ridden, he “had none
Gonzalez, “Power, Race, and Sexuality,” 281.
Díaz, Brief Wondrous Life, 12.
21 Ibid, 2
22 Ibid.
23 Ibid, 173.
24 Ibid, 313.
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of the higher powers of your typical Dominican male”.25 He is chided
by his uncle for being a “pariguayo,” or party-watcher,26 and though
he continues to be a “passionate enamorado,”27 his romantic pursuits
are always unreciprocated. The prescription of masculinity exerts
itself upon both Yunior and Oscar equally, the difference between the
two being that Yunior embodies the prescription successfully, while
Oscar does not. As such, and as a testament to the weight of these
prescriptions, Oscar is plagued by the fact that he does not embody
Dominican masculinity as Yunior does.
The misfortune of this prescription of masculinity is that it
imprisons the Dominican male into a particular way of being, allotting
no leeway in terms of personal presentation other than what is
normative. When Oscar asks Yunior why he cheats on Lola, he replies,
“If I knew that, it wouldn’t be a problem,”28 implying that has little
insight into why he behaves the way he does but is instead moved by
the culture toward his way of being. Oscar is berated by his peers and
ostracized from his Dominican identity for his failure to meet these
standards, and Yunior’s friends tell him, “Tú no eres nada de
dominicano.”29 Additionally, Oscar asks of Yunior, almost out of fear,
“I have heard from a reliable source that no Dominican male has ever
died a virgin. You who have experience in these matters—do you
think this is true?” To which Yunior replies, “It’s against the laws of
nature for a dominicano to die without fucking at least once.”30 The
cost of admission into the Dominican cultural narrative is, at a
minimum, that these standards for masculinity are met. Yunior, who
meets the standards, is imprisoned by them and behaves according to
them, and Oscar, who does not, is locked out of his cultural narrative.
Likewise, Dominican masculinity also holds that the role of women is
ultimately one of sexual utility to men, and this functions as a similar
narrative prison, creating a narrative reality unique to the Dominican
people.

Ibid, 19.
Ibid, 20.
27 Ibid, 23.
28 Ibid, 313.
29 Ibid, 180.
30 Ibid, 174.
25
26
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The Dominican woman, by and large, is objectified and
sexualized by the men around her for their benefit. In much the same
way that Trujillo is both the archetype and architect of the cultural
narrative of Dominican masculinity, prescribed attitudes toward
women from a cultural standpoint can also be traced back to him. Any
woman in the Dominican Republic during his dictatorship would
have been subject to his sexual advances, thus fostering the predatory,
objectifying attitude toward women characteristic of the Dominican
people: “In Trujillo’s DR if you were of a certain class and you put
your cute daughter anywhere near El Jefe, within the week she’d be
mamando his ripio like an old pro and there would be nothing you could
do about it!”31 Women’s bodies are also held to a cultural ideal, and
what is most essential for women’s imprisonment to their cultural
prescriptions is that their value is determined by the extent to which
they are a means by which male status can be attained. Trujillo’s
“thousands upon thousands upon thousands” of women are the
ultimate demarcation of his position of power.32 Such a prescription is
likewise enacted and perpetuated by the people within the culture; for
example, much of Oscar’s distress with respect to not having a
woman has to do with what it connotes of him and his male status.
The club Oscar joins in college, RU Gamers, boasts an “entirely male
membership,” signaling that his attempts to integrate himself within a
community have once again left him female-less and thus,
emasculated. Here, the narrative prison exerts itself onto Oscar,
whose failure to embody the prescriptions set forth by Trujillo leaves
him rejected from the Dominican narrative, and also the women in
whom he is romantically interested, who are held hostage to the
notion that their utility is, in part, to serve as a demarcation of status
for men around them.
Female characters in the novel understand this narrative
prescription and behave accordingly. For example, in her youth, Beli
“without question” wants nothing more than that which has been
culturally established to make her existence worthwhile, which is to
say, a “handsome wealthy husband … and a woman’s body.”33 The
development of her breasts signifies her entrance into this narrative,
Ibid, 217, emphasis original.
Ibid, 2.
33 Ibid, 79.
31
32
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and it is at this point that she understands that she can use sex as a
tool to get what she wants, which is, on one hand, the Gangster’s
attention, and in another, his money.34 However, consistent with other
characters in the novel, Beli yearns to be free from the confines of
Santo Domingo yet does not see freedom as a rational possibility.35
This duality is perhaps best exemplified in an exchange with
Constantina in which Constantina tells her, “Every desgraciado who
walks in here is in love with you. You could have the whole maldito
world if you wanted.” Yunior then recounts her thoughts: “The
world! It was what she desired with her whole heart.”36 Here, the
double meaning of “world”—first, in terms of Beli’s opportunities
within the Dominican sphere, which is to say, in terms of love and
sexual utility, and second, to denote the world greater than the
Dominican Republic which Beli yearns for—reflects perfectly the
ways in which Beli is imprisoned by her circumstances. What is
deemed “good” according to the narrative is beauty and sexual
desirability, but Beli yearns for the opposite. Lola, too, adopts a
similar attitude, and though she runs away from home in an effort to
escape these circumstances, she remains inextricably tied up in them.
For example, she has sex with Aldo though it “hurt[s] like hell”
because her culture teaches her, much like it does for Beli, that sex is a
part of her human value.37 Despite her best attempts at subverting the
narrative she was born into by running away from home, Lola
inexplicably enters into it once again with Aldo and remains bound to
the Dominican narrative reality that her worth is contingent on her
sexuality.
Such are the circumstances of misfortune that the characters
in the novel, both male and female, are subject to. Men are held to a
standard of violent masculinity and women are held to one of
submissive sexuality. These make up the dominant narrative. What
Díaz initially presents as everyday realities of Dominican life are
revealed to be cultural prisons which are generated and perpetuated
by their continual reiteration on the part of the people who enact and
embody them. Though the narrative ideologies are maintained
Ibid, 91-93.
Ibid, 79.
36 Ibid, 113.
37 Ibid, 64.
34
35
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reinforced by the people, however, they leave these people largely
unhappy. Men and women are constrained by their respective
cultural ideals, which undervalue men as people inasmuch as they
overvalue their masculinity and undervalue women as people
inasmuch as they overvalue their sexuality. In addition to these broad,
cultural realities of gender prisons, each character also has their own
specialized misfortune within this framework. Oscar, for example,
deals with social ostracization, Lola with being mistreated by Yunior,
and Beli with breast cancer. It is a consistent theme throughout the
novel that these characters in particular wish to break free from their
unfortunate circumstances, though they see it as ultimately
unrealistic. I propose, then, that fukú is this resignation to the belief
that efforts to rescript their narratives are unrealistic. It is an
acceptance that things as they are will always be as they are, and that
life’s misfortune is enduring and out of one’s control.
Fukú began in the Cabral family when Oscar’s grandfather,
Abelard, made a snide comment about Trujillo. At this point, the
Cabrals go from being the “High of the Land” to virtually nameless,
and it is also at this point when the mentality of the Cabral family
shifts from being one of optimism in the face of the Trujillan
Dominican Republic to one of resignation and hopelessness.38
Abelard, prior to his downfall, is also a “lover of ideas” outside of
Trujillo’s ideological dominion and tries to keep his daughters safe
from Trujillo and the other men who adopt his same predatory
attitude toward women.39 In Yunior’s words, “It was—dare we say it?
—a good life.”40 However, after the fact, Beli is left as the last surviving
Cabral and with this, the family name and the protection that comes
with it is obliterated. Beli spends the first nine years of her life subject
to abuse of which she never speaks, the only vestige being the burn
scars on her back. La Inca takes her in and raises her as best she can,
but as soon as she hits puberty, Beli rebels and begins the pattern of
resignation to one’s circumstances and desire for freedom
characteristic of the Cabral family.
Through this rebellion, Beli provides us with the first example
of what it looks like to be resigned to the culturally prescribed
Ibid, 212.
Ibid, 214.
40 Ibid, 228, emphasis in original.
38
39
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circumstances of one’s narrative prison. La Inca’s primary goal in
raising Beli is to teach her that she does not have to be limited by her
circumstances. She enrolls her in private school, encourages her to
succeed, and tells her repeatedly, “Remember, your father was a
doctor. Your mother was a nurse, a nurse.”41 Where La Inca would
have preferred that Beli work hard in school and live a life other than
that which is prescribed of her by the Dominican narrative, Beli in fact
does the opposite. She spends her time not in class but chasing men,
having sex with Jack Pujol in spite of it being painful because doing so
is what she believes has the capacity to give her “power.”42 Later, with
the Gangster, her hopes for “love” cloud the fact that he is married,
making her, in effect, his mistress, no more than one of the many
women whom he uses as a status symbol. Moreover, through all of
this, Beli yearns to be “free,” but Beli’s version of “freedom” is
nothing less than cultural entrapment. The first time she has sex with
Jack Pujol, for example, she has “the feeling that finally she was on
her way, the sense of a journey starting.”43 Additionally, the Gangster,
to her, is an opportunity for her to have a lavish lifestyle, which she
sees as freedom from La Inca.44 At this point in her life, she sees men
as her ticket to freedom, working within her cultural prescription to
achieve her goals and neglecting other means of changing her
circumstances. Tellingly, when asked in a class assignment to write
about where she sees herself in ten years, she writes: “I will be married
to a handsome wealthy man. I will also be a doctor with my own hospital that
I will name after Trujillo.”45 This pattern of resigning to the Dominican
narrative prescribed of a person continues with Oscar.
Among Oscar Wao’s central characters, Oscar is particularly
resigned to his circumstances. He recognizes his limitations with
respect to Dominican maleness but finds them impossible to
overcome. Yunior asks of him, “Do you ever hear yourself, Oscar?”
and he sighs, “All the time.”46 When Yunior tries to give advice, Oscar

Ibid., 82.
Ibid., 94.
43 Ibid., 100.
44 Ibid., 126.
45 Ibid., 97.
46 Ibid., 207.
41
42
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shrugs and says, “Nothing has any efficacy.”47 Oscar recognizes the
nature of his narrative but buys into its stagnancy. Though, at
Yunior’s prodding, he wishes to change things, he ultimately reverts
back to his hopelessness and his “crazy negative talk.”48 He becomes
increasingly attuned to the ways in which fukú acts on him, citing it
as the reason for his suicide (ibid., 190).49 Additionally, his depressive
spells (which Yunior coins “the Darkness”50 are characterized by the
intense belief that in spite of his best efforts, his misfortune will
endure and his narrative will remain firmly in place. Returning to
Don Bosco to teach decades after attending as a student is particularly
reflective of this narrative stagnation. Oscar tries to engage with the
other outcasts to no avail and his brief romantic interest in Nataly is
once again unreciprocated. It is disheartening to Oscar to find that
even years later, “some things never change.”51 Lola also encapsulates
this sentiment when describing the reasons why she did not run away
after returning from Santo Domingo as a teenager: “If these years
have taught me anything it’s this. You can never run away. Not ever.
The only way out is in.”52 Then, as if speaking to the pervasiveness of
this conviction for Dominican people, and specifically the Cabral
family: “And that’s what I guess these stories are all about.”53 Her
running away could have been a form of her taking agency and not
behaving according to cultural norms, but as she understands it (and
as is also a part of the dominant narrative), any attempts to rescript
her narrative will inevitably pull her back in.
If fukú is a belief in the stagnancy of one’s narrative, then its
counter curse, zafa, is narrative rescripting. Oscar’s personal
transformation near the end of the novel is reflective of the ways in
which this counter curse means becoming one’s own agent of change,
and it is also his eventual embodiment of zafa that Yunior finds
“wondrous” about Oscar’s life. Oscar’s transformation begins when
he returns to Santo Domingo with his mother and Lola. Prior to this
Ibid., 174.
Ibid., 175.
49 Ibid., 190.
50 Ibid., 270.
51 Ibid., 264.
52 Ibid., 209.
53 Ibid.
47
48
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vacation, he is entrenched in the Darkness—his own personal fukú.
He is overweight and awkward and consumed by loneliness. In Santo
Domingo, by contrast, he is twenty pounds lighter, smiles more in
photos and even refrains from wearing his “fatguy coat,” implying
that he feels less of a need to hide himself for his size.54 During his
first trip to the Dominican Republic, Oscar spends the two weeks
holed up in his room writing science fiction and fantasy. This time,
however, after “refusing to succumb” to the whisper that says “You do
not belong,”55 Oscar makes an effort to experience life in Santo
Domingo. Though “he couldn’t dance, he didn’t have dress, [and] he
wasn’t handsome,” all clear markers of the dominant Dominican
narrative, he goes out and tries to enjoy himself in Santo Domingo
anyway. His refusal to resign to his typical way of life and to rescript
what has been his narrative leads him to find his own form of
happiness.
Oscar’s relationship with Ybón, particularly in the ways it
differs from those he had (or didn’t have) in the States, is most telling
of his narrative rescripting. Tellingly, he on multiple occasions turns
down his cousins’ offer to “take him to a whorehouse,”56 an obviously
typical behavior of the Dominican male, and instead falls in love with
Ybón Pimentel, who in many ways does not fit the cultural
prescriptions of what it is to be an ideal Dominican woman. An “odd,
odd bird”57 with “snarled, apocalyptic hair,”58 she is not “your
quintessential Caribbean puta.”59 Additionally, Oscar interacts with
her differently than he does women in the States. Rather than throw
himself at her as he has done with women in the past, he reigns in his
“lunatic heart,” knowing that he’ll blow it otherwise.60 In the States,
his love is characterized by little more than superficial infatuation, but
here, he gets to know her on a deeper level. For example, his mother
and La Inca are incredulous at this romantic pursuit and resort to her
stereotypes as a prostitute as a criticism: “Do you know that woman’s
Ibid., 275.
Ibid., 277, emphasis in original.
56 Ibid., 279.
57 Ibid., 281.
58 Ibid., 279.
59 Ibid., 285.
60 Ibid., 283.
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a PUTA? Do you know she bought that house CULEANDO?” And
Oscar responds, “Do you know her aunt was a JUDGE? Do you know
her father worked for the PHONE COMPANY?”61 Here, he is not so
overwhelmed by infatuation that he is unable to take a deeper interest
in Ybón. Additionally, he has a growing confidence. He doesn’t let up
on his romantic pursuit even in the face of the capitán,62 and he
returns to the Caribbean later to continue to chase her.63
Writing is also significant for Oscar’s narrative rescripting.
Besides chasing Ybón, the other reason he returns to the Caribbean is
to research and write about his family.64 Again, rather than hole
himself up to write his own fantasy novels, he is consumed by a
desire to research his family’s history and learn more about its
downfall (which is to say, the inception of its fukú). The act of writing
can also be understood as both a figurative and literal rescripting of
one’s narrative. In one sense, writing is symbolic of Oscar’s efforts to
change his life and alter how he fits into the Dominican narrative, and
in another, practical sense, writing and eventual publication of such
writing holds that people will read it and conceivably change their
perspectives as a result, thereby also rescripting the collective
narrative. Thus, in these later pages of the novel, Oscar is no longer
resigned to his seemingly perpetual dork-dom but instead realizes
that he can be the agent of change for himself. Change, then, occurs in
one of two ways: either he changes himself to fit the dominant
narrative or he changes his narrative to better fit him. Examples of the
former include that he loses twenty pounds and, in part, that he has a
relationship with Ybón, for the culture prescribes that romantic
success with women is meaningful to what it is to be a Dominican
male. More frequent, though, are his implicit efforts to change the
narrative according to which he defines himself, which include his
agency and his writing.
With this understanding that zafa is narrative rescripting, I
also propose a related symbolism to the golden-eyed Mongoose,
which appears periodically throughout the novel. Specifically, it
appears any time a character is at a crossroads and symbolizes the
Ibid., 282.
Ibid., 301.
63 Ibid., 317.
64 Ibid.
61
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opportunity to choose fukú, which is to say, resignation to the way
things are, or zafa, which is the reclamation of agency. For example,
when Beli loses her first son, the Mongoose appears to tell her that she
“must rise” or she’ll “never have her son or daughter.”65 Here, it gives
her a choice to either rise and continue her life armed with the
optimism that she may have future children or to accept her
misfortune and continue living amidst it. The Mongoose also appears
to Oscar before his suicide attempt, as if to warn him that jumping
from the bridge is a surrendering to his circumstances and to inform
him that he has other options, that life need not always be as it is.66 In
the days leading up to Oscar’s transformative switch from narrative
resignation to narrative rescripting, the Mongoose also appears to him
in his dreams, signifying Oscar’s choice between remaining in the
Darkness or reclaiming his agency. Finally, it also appears to Oscar
after he has been beaten nearly to death by “Messrs. Grod and
Grundy,” on the part of the capitán.67 The mongoose asks him, “What
will it be, muchacho? More or less?” and Oscar, exhausted and in
pain, initially responds, “Less! Less! Less!” However, when he
remembers his family and “how he used to be when he was younger
and more optimistic,” he changes his mind and croaks, “More.”68
Here, given a final opportunity to accept the reality of his
circumstances, which in this case include a near-death beating and
unrequited love, Oscar chooses “more.” This is to say, he chooses the
opportunity to continue to rescript, though “less,” which in this case
means death, might have been easier.
This, then, is the meaning behind Oscar’s “wondrous” life:
that in a world in which the norm is to resign to one’s circumstances,
one can choose to be hopeful. Where one may be inclined to believe
that their narrative is stagnant, they can take agency and rescript. In a
world of fukú, one can choose zafa. Reading between the lines of
Yunior’s narration, the ways in which Oscar serves as an example to
Yunior become clear. By the end of the novel, Yunior counteracts the
dominant attitude toward his neighborhood: “most of my colleagues

Ibid., 149.
Ibid., 190.
67 Ibid., 298.
68 Ibid., 301.
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think Perth Amboy is a dump, but I beg to differ.”69 He rescripts the
narrative so that his becomes more attuned to him. He tells the reader
that after Oscar’s death, he “[doesn’t] run after girls anymore,”70 a
marked shift from his former self whose behavior was governed by
the Dominican narrative. Consistent with the value of writing for
Oscar in both literally and figuratively rescripting his narrative,
Yunior teaches creative writing at Middlesex Community College and
also writes for himself on his own.71 Most poignantly, Oscar appears
to Yunior in his dreams, “eyes smiling,” holding up a book. “Zafa,” he
says as he hands it to him, and Yunior sees that “the book’s pages are
blank.”72 That zafa signifies a rescripting of sorts could not be made
clearer. Just as Oscar has made himself the author of his life rather
than succumbed to his ordinary narrative, he urges Yunior to do the
same. Write your story, Oscar seems to say.
From the lens of narrative stagnation versus rescripting, it is
therefore easy to appreciate this as a possible explanation for fukú’s
genealogic effect. It is not as though a supernatural curse is working
its way through generations, necessarily, but that the attitude in
which one buys into narrative stagnation is learned from one’s
parents. Just so, zafa also has a genealogic legacy. Yunior takes care to
preserve the artifacts of Oscar’s life as he records them because he
sees himself as a link in the genealogic chain of Oscar’s story. In part,
he records Oscar’s life so that Isis, Lola’s daughter, who will
conceivably encounter the same crossroads that Oscar did and who
will be encompassed by the same desire to make sense of her family’s
history, may learn from Oscar’s addition to the family narrative. In
addition to Yunior recording Oscar’s life for the sake of genealogical
preservation of zafa, the preservation also functions as his own
learning opportunity. In the introduction, he characterizes the book as
“a zafa of sorts … my very own counterspell.”73 In a subtle twist of
irony, though Yunior first sought to be Oscar’s zafa in sharing with
him his “playerly wisdom,”74 Oscar eventually became Yunior’s.
Ibid., 326.
Ibid.
71 Ibid.
72 Ibid., 325.
73 Ibid., 7.
74 Ibid., 173.
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Thus, Oscar Wao is not only a preservation of Oscar’s life, but a living
example of zafa to Yunior.
However, zafa is not limitless. Narrative rescripting can never
be narrative erasure, and so, as Yunior notes, “some things never
change.”75 For example, Yunior and Lola will never be together.
Yunior dreams of telling Lola “the words that could have saved
[them],” but before he can “shape the vowels,” he wakes up. “That’s
how you know it’s never going to come true,” he writes, “Never,
ever,”76 implying that his and Lola’s romantic impossibility is out of
Yunior’s locus of influence. Additionally, Yunior’s dreams are in some
cases symbolic of zafa, as is true of Oscar handing him the blank book,
but occasionally also contain elements of fukú. This is true when
Yunior looks up at Oscar and “he has no face,” a motif throughout the
novel that presents itself in cases of extreme, uncontrollable
misfortune. For example, Beli dreams of the “man with no face” when
she must leave the Dominican Republic to keep from getting killed by
the Gangster’s henchmen,77 and both Abelard and Oscar are
encountered by a faceless man when they are taken to the canefields
to be beaten nearly to death.78 Ultimately, of course, Oscar is killed as
a result of his efforts to rescript his narrative, suggesting that in this
final case of rescripting, he made the mistake of doing so amidst
uncompromising circumstances. Perhaps fukú will always rear its
ugly head and perhaps it is not wholly escapable. However, what
Yunior teaches us through Oscar is that circumstance is not all that
makes up one’s life. Even in cases of utter hopelessness, one can
choose to change their misfortune within the parameters of their
circumstance.
In sum, I interpret fukú as not so much of a supernatural
curse, but rather an attitude that resigns one to their misfortune. The
misfortune for characters in Oscar Wao can largely be traced to
Trujillo, and specifically, to the ways in which his prescriptions of
gender serve as prisons for Dominican people. Within this
framework, each person also has their individual misfortune and
individual fukú. However, Oscar eventually shifts his attitude to one
Ibid., 290.
Ibid., 327.
77 Ibid., 161.
78 Ibid., 237; 299).
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of agency rather than resignation, rescripting the Dominican narrative
to better suit his own end, which is to say, his happiness. Though this
leads to his death, Yunior sees something valuable to learn from his
rescripting of not only the Dominican narrative but also the Cabral
family’s attitude with respect to it, and for this reason he records
Oscar’s life as an example of hopefulness amidst misfortune.
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RECONCILING PHILOSOPHY AND REALITY THROUGH
THE WIFE OF BATH’S UNORTHODOX APPROACH TO
THE MARRIAGE DEBATE
Olivia Fuson
Creighton University

A staple of medieval English literature, Geoffrey Chaucer’s The
Canterbury Tales remains relevant after so many years due to its
discourse on fundamental social issues, its cutting satire, and its
striking characters. Perhaps the most memorable of these characters is
one whose discourse is particularly relevant today in an era of
constantly redefined gender roles: the Wife of Bath. This outspoken
dame takes center stage in the marriage cycle of the Tales and is one of
the first female characters in English literature to question a woman’s
place in society and in marriage. Using her wit and her personal
experience, the Wife of Bath is able to bring women’s issues to the
forefront of an otherwise male-dominated discussion, but her
contribution to Chaucer’s magnum opus does not end there. Through
the unusual and often unorthodox debating techniques that the Wife
of Bath employs, Chaucer questions the value of traditional, academic
philosophy divorced from experience, and demonstrates that
philosophy is of greater value when it draws from and is able to
influence one's personal experience—even mundane or base
experience—than it is in the ethereal realm of academia where a
degenerate scholasticism came to reside.
A lurid woman, the Wife of Bath characterizes herself as a
worldly character with her very first appearance in the General
Prologue of The Canterbury Tales. Through the narrator's description of
this lady as decked in red from her head covering to her hose,
Chaucer marks her as both loud and slightly impetuous with this
choice of coloring. The addition of a pair of spurs to her boots
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completes the picture of a woman who is not afraid to take life by the
horns. Chaucer writes of her ability to manage her relationships: “Of
remedies of love she knew par chaunce/For she koude of that art the
olde daunce.”1 Attributing wisdom about matters of love to the Wife
of Bath and lauding her skills in “all the old tricks,” Chaucer intimates
that she is well equipped to manipulate the relationships she enters
into to her own advantage. Indeed, as Robert Raymo suggests, linking
Alice's knowledge of the remedies of love and her recent loss of a
husband to Ovid's Remedia Amoris which encourages the broken
hearted to take long voyages, the Wife may be attempting to drown
her sorrows (or secure a new husband) on this very pilgrimage2. She
is certainly a well-seasoned traveler as well as lover, our narrator tells
us, as "thries hadde she been at Jerusalem,"3 as well as Rome, Bolonie,
Galice and Coloine, and five times to the church-door to marry a new
husband. The Wife not only knows the "old daunce" of love, the
narrator reminds us, but she is a prudent woman capable of managing
practical matters such as independent travel, as well. Her savvy in
real world matters such as those of marriage and travel gives the Wife
of Bath an air of cunning or street-smarts which contributes heavily to
her ability to implement her philosophy of female dominance in
marriage, especially when coupled with the symbolic spurs which
suggest that her cunning does not go to waste but does, in fact, allow
her to enact her will.
In the Prologue to her specific tale, the reader gains a fuller
understanding of the Wife of Bath’s philosophy and sees her put it to
use in her manipulation of her first three husbands, as she recalls:
A wis woman wol bisye hire evere in oon
To gete hir love, ye, theras she hath noon.
But sith I hadde hem hoolly in min hond,
And sith they hadde me yeven al hir lond,
What sholde I taken kepe hem for to plese,
Geoffrey Chaucer, The Canterbury Tales (London: Penguin, 2005), 47576.
2 Robert Raymo, “The General Prologue,” pp. 1-86 of Correale, Robert
M. and Hamel, Mary eds. Sources and Analogues of the Canterbury Tales,
vol. 2 (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2005), 58.
3 Chaucer, 463.
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But it were for my profit and min ese?4
Explaining first how she earned the love of her elderly husbands and
convinced them to give her all their land—a cunning move to begin
with—the Wife of Bath then shows true expediency in implementing
her ideal of female dominance in ceasing to please her husbands after
their capitulation. Expressing cold realities such as that wives only
seek to please their husbands when they feel unloved and, once they
have them in hand see no further point to gaining their affections, the
Wife of Bath simultaneously satirizes the medieval philosophical ideal
of marriage and reveals her expedient approach to the institution. Her
judicious pursuit of dominance in her marriage, as well as the
calculating logic she employs to attain her goal is a perfect
juxtaposition to the ideal medieval wife: a patient, obsequious,
delicate creature willing to defer to her husband’s superior rationality
in all cases. Coupled with her ruthless pursuit of dominance, the
Wife’s actions in her first three marriages satirize the depiction of
women as innocent and subservient and establish dame Alice’s true
enterprising spirit as a direct contrast to this “ideal.” Trevor Whittock
points out in his article The Marriage Cycle, “Indeed, what better
vehicle for the satire could there be than the comic, guilt-free,
indignant Wife of Bath! Again and again, with devastating commonsense she upturns official morality.”5 There is power in this commonsense, too, as Chaucer reveals through the rewards the Wife of Bath
reaps due to her manipulation of her husbands, contrary to the
prevailing moral code. Thus, after both the General Prologue and her
own Prologue, the reader cannot help being convinced of the practical
value of the Wife of Bath’s particular brand of philosophy despite the
fact that it does, as Whittock points out, contradict “official morality”
or, more aptly, traditional moral philosophy.
In addition to contradicting traditional moral philosophy with
her actions, the Wife of Bath goes one step further and even has the
audacity to pit her shrewd, enterprising ideals against accepted
authorities of moral debate. Unlike the Clerk or the Monk, she has
been denied official schooling. Instead, she relies on experience to
Ibid., 209-214.
Trevor Whittock, “The Marriage Debate. I,” Theoria: A Journal of
Social and Political Theory, no. 14 (1960): 58.
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shape her opinion—an opinion which is of greater worth than that
which is based solely on book learning if you ask her. She explains her
credentials to discourse on the topic of marriage: “’Experience, thogh
noon auctoritee/Were in this world, is right inogh for me/To speke of
wo that is in marriage.’”6 From the opening lines of her prologue, the
Wife of Bath begins to discredit traditional academic authority as she
argues that experience, though not a traditional moral authority does,
in fact, qualify her to discourse on the topic of marriage. While the
argument that experience is a type of authority in itself may have
been difficult to pitch in regard to any other subject, certainly the Wife
of Bath’s medieval audience would have had to agree that marriage
was one of the subjects that authority frequently got wrong. As Mary
Carruthers points out, “The practical bourgeois wife clearly
contradicted the idealized image of the subservient wife held up as a
model by "gentility" and by the church.”7 Carruthers even goes on to
point out how the falsities within the deportment books of the time—
medieval How-To guides for marriage—made authority even less
credible on the subject of marriage. She writes, “In view of such
discrepancies between medieval theory and medieval practice, one
must be careful about accepting the deportment books as authorities
on what was actually anticipated in a medieval marriage.”8
Capitalizing on her audience’s own experience of the discrepancies
between actual practice and academic authority on the subject of
marriage, the Wife of Bath ingeniously depicts her own philosophy of
marriage as more credible than the moral theories that her audience
knows are inaccurate. Thus, raising the point that the Wife of Bath’s
experience of marriage is indubitably more accurate and pertinent to
society than the moral theorizing of the Clerk, Chaucer begins to chip
away at the value of established moral doctrine and legitimize the
Wife of Bath’s experience-based philosophical opinion.
Further endorsing the value of the Wife’s experience-based
opinion, Chaucer also demonstrates how, despite her lack of formal
academic education, the Wife of Bath does address crucial
Chaucer, “Wife of Bath’s Prologue,” 1-3.
Mary Carruthers, “The Wife of Bath and the Painting of
Lions,” PMLA, vol. 94, no. 2 (1979): 213.
8 Ibid., 213.
6
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philosophical questions about a wife’s role in marriage through her
own unorthodox style of debate. Describing the philosophical
differences she had with her fourth husband, the Wife of Bath lays out
her opponent’s arguments clearly and succinctly. She denounces one
of his opinions, saying, “Thow seyst we wives wil oure vices hide/Til
we be fast, and thane we wol hem shewe./Wel may that be a
proverbe of a shrewe!”9 Using a classic debater’s move, the Wife of
Bath lists off a litany of her husband’s beliefs in this fashion, calling
them ridiculous or ill-conceived as she does so. As in this example,
however, due to her lack of formal training in disputation, her
denunciations of these opinions are often unsupported and, while in
some cases (such as the one above) her attacks do find purchase, they
generally do not contain evidence or substance. Although this debate
concludes without any decisive conclusion from either party,
however, the Wife of Bath does succeed in championing one aspect of
her cause. One of the chief tenets of her philosophy, as Kenneth
Oberent points out, is that “The conventional belief that man has a
stronger propensity toward Reason than woman and the subsequent
claim that men deserve to be women's masters Dame Alice has tested
upon her own pulses and found to be wanting.”10 Engaging her
misogynistic husband in debate and making him out to be at least (if
not more) ridiculous than she, Alice decries the above-mentioned
conviction and, since her opinion is backed by the legitimacy of
experience, her audience must at the very least consider its legitimacy.
In bringing many of the stereotypes of women to light in this comic
debate, the Wife of Bath is inviting her audience to attempt to
discredit them for themselves, delving deeper into their own
philosophical beliefs about the nature of wives and women in general.
Another instance in which the Wife of Bath’s unconventional
method of debate succeeds in raising important philosophical
questions about the institution of marriage is in her debate with her
fifth husband, Jenkin. Predicated upon her habit of exercising her
liberty to leave the house and go on calls without her husband’s
consent, this disagreement is over the character of women and their
inclination towards vice. Jenkin, the clerk she is wed to, attempts to
Chaucer, “Wife of Bath’s Prologue,” 282-284.
Kenneth Oberembt, “Chaucer's Anti-Misogynist Wife of Bath,” The
Chaucer Review, vol. 10, no. 4 (1976): 294.
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lecture her on the history of wicked women, reading from a book of
the history of all bad wives. The Wife of Bath tells:
Then upon a night, Jankin, that was oure sire
Redde on his book, as he sat by the fire
Of Eva first, that for hir wikkednesse
Was al mankind ybroght to wrechednesse…
Lo here, expres of wimmen a ye finde,
That woman was the los of al mankinde!11
Once again, Chaucer satirizes misogyny through the outrage of the
Wife of Bath. As in her disagreement with her first husband, the Wife
of Bath is irate to find such pejorative depictions of her sex. Her
outrage does succeed in satirizing the absurdity of these prejudices—
it is, of course, a classic fallacy to blame women for the loss of
mankind (a fallacy which the God of Genesis points out in the original
biblical story)—but she does not go so far as to discredit Jenkin’s
erroneous manipulation of this text. Left with no formal debating
skills to combat a trained clerk in the field of rhetoric, the Wife of Bath
must stage the argument on different grounds if she is to secure a
level playing field. Instead of continuing this debate academically,
then, she instead turns to physicality, recalling, “Out of his book, right
as he radde, and eke/I with my fist so took him on the cheke.”12 While
her methods are unorthodox, they are certainly effective. Not only
does the Wife of Bath “win” the debate between her and Jenkin
through this physicality and her ensuing ruse of pretending to be
dead, but she also suggests to her listeners that her side is the moral
one. Physical sparring has long been a metaphor for debate and, in
turning a philosophical debate into a fist fight in which she comes out
on top, the Wife of Bath portrays her side of this argument as the
winning one without the use of traditional rhetoric. Capitalizing on
Jenkin’s guilt at having knocked her to the ground with a book, Alice
is able to secure more freedom from her husband at the conclusion of
this debate. The freedom is one victory for the Wife, but the guilt itself
is another one. For, in forcing Jenkin to show contrition, the Wife
illustrates that he occupied an erroneous position in the first place, not
11
12

Chaucer, “Wife of Bath’s Prologue,” 714-720.
Ibid., 791-92.
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only in deed but in his philosophy, as well. In this debate, not only
has she succeeded in posing a philosophical question about the nature
of women but, with her clear indication of who should win this
debate, she has answered the question, as well. All that is left is for the
readers to supply the moral arguments to support the predetermined
outcome. For, if the Wife of Bath’s argument can triumph over the
misogynistic Jenkin (albeit through unorthodox means), then surely
the more liberal-minded pilgrims/readers will side with her, as well.
In addition to the satire of her overtly misogynistic husbands,
the Wife of Bath’s use of unconventional debating tactics adds another
element of satire to her story as Chaucer confronts his readers with
the truth that, regardless of the moral vacillations of scholars , social
issues in the real world are seldom decided by logical debate. Alice
describes how she settles the debate with her fourth husband, writing,
“I wolde no lenger in the bed abide,/If that I felte his arm over my
side,/Til he hadde maad his raunceon unto me;/Thanne wolde I
suffer him do his nicetee”13 It is sex, and not philosophy or logic
which subdues her fourth husband, and the tools she wields to
triumph over Jenkin are not much more sophisticated. Hitting Jenkin
and then pretending to be dead after he retaliates, she uses his guilt to
get her way. Bartering her way to victory in the debate with her
fourth husband and playing upon Jenkin’s emotions (albeit warranted
ones) in their debate, the Wife of Bath seizes some sort of emotional
power to win both logical debates. “Shrewishness has been her typical
method of reforming her wayward husbands, not the sweet
reasonableness of Dame Prudence of the Tale of Melibee or the patient
steadfastness of Grisilde of the Clerk's Tale,” Oberembt tells us.14
Indeed, the comparison between the fictitious two paragons of female
virtue and the realistic Dame Alice further evidences the fact that the
Wife of Bath’s philosophy is of greater use than the moral authority
which the Clerk or her two later husbands draw upon, as it is Dame
Alice who ends with the upper hand in both of these instances of realworld debate. Chronicling Alice’s many triumphs in her marriages,
Chaucer illustrates that there is more than one way to win a debate.
Experience and expediency, he demonstrates, are tools as worthy as
13
14

Ibid., 409-412.
Oberembt, 301.
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book learning or formal rhetoric when debating in the real world:
perhaps even more so, if we consider Dame Alice’s success.
Chaucer compounds this point in the tale the Wife of Bath
tells, illustrating the importance of action and experience once more in
the debate between the Knight and the old Crone as to the nature of
“gentillesse.” The Knight, who was tasked with answering the
question of “what do women want most in marriage?” as his sentence
for having raped a maiden, succeeds in learning the answer from an
old Crone but with one condition: that he marry the old Woman. The
arrogant young Knight balks, however, when it comes time for him to
hold up his end of the bargain. He bemoans his situation,
complaining, “Thow art so loothly, and so old also,/And thereto
comen of so lowe a kinde,/That litel wonder is htogh I walwe and
winde.”15 Despite the Knight’s assertion of accepted societal standards
(such as that one’s family heritage determines one’s nobility), the old
Woman is unwilling to concede her right to his hand. She asserts her
position, framing it in the form of a rhetorical argument, and cows
him into logical submission, replying:
Looke who that is moost vertuous alway,
Pryvee and apert, and moost entendeth ay
To do the gentil dedes that he kan;
Taak hym for the grettest gentil man.
Crist wole we clayme of hym oure gentillesse,
Nat of oure eldres for hire old richesse.
For thogh they yeve us al hir heritage,
For which we clayme to been of heigh parage,
Yet may they nat biquethe for no thyng
To noon of us hir vertuous lyvyng,
That made hem gentil men ycalled be,
And bad us folwen hem in swich degree.16
The old Woman’s use of a counter-argument, consistent with
traditional debater’s style and drawing from established religious
authority, furthers the Wife of Bath’s philosophy in two ways. Firstly,
in chronicling a debate in which a woman wins through logical
15
16

Chaucer, “Wife of Bath’s Tale,” 1100-1102.
Ibid., 1115-1124.
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argument (as the Knight does eventually marry the old Woman and
defer to her authority, besides) Alice’s tale supports her contention
that men are not inherently rationally superior. Secondly, in
grounding her interpretation of the traditional value of gentillesse in
action and experience, the old Woman serves as yet another example
of the value of said experience. Arguing that gentillesse is not derived
from noble birth but from the noble actions of individuals which
allow them to claim virtue in the eyes of Christ, the old Woman
asserts the value of action over abstract ideology. In further support of
her argument, she then grounds her ideal of “gentillesse” in personal
experience, appealing to one’s tendency to look to men who perform
good deeds as the greatest gentlemen (not necessarily to men of noble
birth). Contending that actions, rather than noble birth, confer
“gentillesse” and grounding that argument in the personal experience
of forming opinions of others based on their actions as opposed to
their station, the old Woman once again shows the value of experience
within the realm of debate. Demonstrating both women’s rationality
and the value of experience over pure ideology in this debate, Dame
Alice uses her story to validate her experience-based philosophy.
She even goes as far to suggest that her brand of philosophy
may be of greater value than that of isolated idealism, showing how,
even when morality does appear to influence societal outcomes, it
often does so as a guise for latent practicality. When telling the story
of the wayward Knight, the Wife of Bath structures this tale as one of
an immoral man seeking redemption. The immoral Knight, who has
raped a maiden and now much answer the question “what do all
women want in marriage” or be put to death, embarks on a quest to
find this answer. He eventually strikes a deal with an old Crone in
which she provides the answer and he agrees to marry her in
exchange. He marries the Crone unwillingly but, when she offers him
the choice between having her young and unfaithful or old and loyal,
it seems he has learned to respect women’s autonomy when he
replies:
My lady and my love, and wif so deere,
I putte me in youre wise governaunce.
Cheeseh yourself which may be moost lesaunce,
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And moost honour to yow and me also.17
While the Wife of Bath intends to show that the Knight has learned to
submit to the governance of his wife, Chaucer the author, ever the
master of ambiguity, leaves it open to interpretation as to whether this
transformation is genuine or not. The subsequent reaction of the
Woman in granting him both her youthful form and loyalty leaves the
possibility that the Knight’s servility was a manipulation of his wife.
While it is certainly possible that the Knight’s transformation was
genuine, it is equally possible that it was not. With this ambiguity,
Chaucer has called into question the one purely moral, rhetorical
victory in either the Wife’s Prologue or Tale. Leaving the possibility
that the Knight “won” this debate through a manipulation of his wife,
Chaucer once again intimates that logic and rhetoric are not the only
weapons available in instances of real-world debate, but that
expediency plays a role as well. With one stroke of the pen, he has
both raised an important philosophical question about the structure of
marriage while simultaneously questioning the outcome of that very
debate, as morality itself is not the only factor in determining societal
outcomes so long as action and expediency are also available means of
winning a debate.
Addressing the philosophical issue of marriage while
simultaneously decrying the value of this philosophical enquiry on its
own, Chaucer uses satire in the prologue and tale of the Wife of Bath
to argue that philosophy is only relevant if one can reconcile it with
reality. Framing the Wife of Bath’s tale as a rebuttal against the booklearning of the Clerk and other academicians of the time, Chaucer
extols the power of the Wife’s realistic philosophy of marriage as at
least equal to that of the traditional, moral philosophy of academia
through the triumphs of the pragmatic Dame Alice. Time and time
again the audience sees the Wife of Bath’s practical philosophy of
marriage serve her well in both her real life and in moral debate. She
easily implements her philosophy to triumph over her first three
husbands, and triumphs over the second two through some form of
debate (unorthodox or not). Ever a master of layering and irony,
Chaucer uses the Wife of Bath’s tale to two ends: first, to encourage
17

Ibid., 1230-1234.
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his readers to consider the philosophical issue of marriage and,
second, to examine the value of philosophy in general. Far too often
we get caught up in moral and theoretical debate without stopping to
consider how the teachings of this debate can impact our daily lives.
An issue is only worth pursuing logically, Chaucer cautions us, if we
are willing to implement our conclusions into reality—a task easier
said than done, if the Wife of Bath’s approach to moral debate is any
indication.
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TALE AS OLD AS TIME:
HOW REMAKING CLASSIC FAIRYTALE FILMS
BALANCES RECOGNIZABILITY AND
SOCIAL PROGRESS
Madison Gilbert
Creighton University

Introduction
The Walt Disney Company has spent decades producing movies
centered around fairytales, with most of these princess films reaching
worldwide fame and acclaim; international audiences have
contributed to millions of dollars of gross revenue, attended multiple
rerelease premieres, and purchased millions of home copies, all per
individual movie.1 Cinderella and Beauty and the Beast are two such
animated Disney films that have become classics loved by children
and adults alike. The continuous love shown to both movies even
after decades have passed since their productions contributed to their
elevated classic status and led to two live-action remake productions
of the same titles and storylines. Using Foss’s theory of ideology, I
argue that Disney reimagined its animated classics as live-action films
while balancing recognizability and social progress.2 Through
ideological criticism, this paper seeks to uncover how the telling and
retelling of traditional fairytales affects the boundaries of
identifiability and recognizability. I investigate how the rebranding of
IMDB, “Ratings and Reviews for New Movies and TV Shows,”
https://www.imdb.com/
2 Foss, Sonja. K. Rhetorical Criticism: Exploration and Practice (4th ed.),
(Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press, 2009).
1
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well-known princess movies affects the story being considered “the
same” while also recognizing the changing expectations of
womanhood over time. The research question that guides my analysis
is, “How has Disney rebranded its older, classic films into modern
live-action remakes?”
This analysis contributes to rhetorical theory through its
investigation of the ties between ideology and corporation brand
marketing, as ideologies promoted through the media have powerful
influence on dominant social views. Before discussing my main
findings, I will first cover a description of my artifacts, the relevant
literature, and my method of analysis. Following this preview, the
main points of this criticism focus on how the similarities and
differences among the four animated and live-action Cinderella and
Beauty and the Beast films balance what audiences think of when they
imagine their classic beloved movies and the integration with modern
social ideals such as feminism and the demand for equality. First, I
discuss how the theme of expectation reflects the ideology of
recognizability. Next, I explore how relatability and desire create the
need for the ideology of social progress in Disney’s live-action
adaptions. Finally, I explain how my findings reveal companies’ use
of alignment with ideologies to market their products, thus
influencing dominant social ideals. I end this criticism by discussing
my contribution to rhetorical theory, limitations with my study, and
implications for future research.
Review of Literature, Artifacts, and Social Context
Much research has been done in the past on the retelling of
fairytales, especially the pictures put out by Disney studios. The
continuous messages of romance3 and decade-long development of
the princess identity4 have defined the evolution of the Disney
princess genre. Studies have analyzed Cinderella’s changing image
Hefner, Veronica, Firchau, Rachel-Jean, Norton, Katie, & Shevel,
Gabriella. Happily Ever After? A Content Analysis of Romantic Ideals in
Disney Princess Films. (Communication Studies, 2017), 511–532.
4 Higgs, Sam. Damsels in Development: Representation, Transition and the
Disney Princess. (Screen Education, 2016), 62–69.
3
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over the century5 and how Belle made the jump from book pages to
the silver screen.6 However, no work has been done to compare the
animated and live-action Cinderella and Beauty and the Beast titles
within the same study. The monetary and public audience success
gathered by all four films warrants more research, as this success
leads to questions such as “Why does the princess genre continues to
flourish?” and “What directions will the Disney company take liveaction remakes in the future?” By filling this gap through my
rhetorical analysis, I hope to contribute to the literature by
discovering what changes the Disney company feels it can make to its
own brand and how that reflects an increasingly progressive society,
especially relating to agency and value within womanhood.
The stories of Cinderella and Beauty and the Beast are wellrecognized by avid and casual Disney fans, but are also generalizable
stories recognized in current pop culture that came before Disney’s
interpretations. Cinderella is the classic tale of a sister-turned-servant
who is granted the chance to go to a royal ball, leading to romance
and marriage to the prince of the land. Disney’s 1950 version of the
story is based on the fairytale by Charles Perrault, although there are
many centuries-old variations of the story.7 Beauty and the Beast is the
fairytale of a curious young lady named Belle who is trapped in the
castle of a prince-turned-beast due to his lack of compassion and love.
Belle helps the Beast return to his human form as the two become
romantically involved. This story has also been told in many ways,
though Disney’s rendition from 1991 is inspired by the French fairy
tale as told by Jeanne-Marie Leprince de Beaumont.8 Both animated
Disney films debuted with great success, with Cinderella bringing in
$263.6 million at the box office and Beauty and the Beast getting a box
office draw of $531.9 million.9 This initial success carried over to home
media and award nominations, as Cinderella was graced with three
5

Robinson, Linda A., & Wildermith, Susuan M. From Rags to Splendor:
The Evolution of Cinderella Cover Illustrations From 1800 to 2014. (Visual
Communication, 2016), 54–70.
6 Pauly, Rebecca M. Beauty and the Beast: From Fable to Film. (Literature
Film Quarterly, 1989), 84.
7 IMDB, “Ratings and Reviews”
8 Ibid.
9 Ibid.
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Academy Award nominations and two animated sequels, and Beauty
and the Beast won two Academy Awards, three Golden Globes, two
animated sequels, and a television series.10 Although the two films
were produced in different decades thus implying different social
cultures, both revolved around popular children’s entertainment and
prominent values of the times, such as what was considered to be
proper behavior for women.
Continued popularity in the Disney franchise long after their
debuts led to Cinderella and Beauty and the Beast being chosen as the
first two Disney princess films to be remade into live-action adaptions
of the original Disney stories. Cinderella came first in 2015 and was
praised as being “faithful to the original film,” aligning with the
company’s claims to be inspired “in part” by the 1950 classic.11
Cinderella’s positive reception paved the way for the live-action Beauty
and the Beast to premiere in 2017. This “reimagining” of Belle and the
Beast’s tale was also credited with staying true to the original
animated feature, being dubbed a “good recreation.”12 These two later
films reflect many elements of success within the world of Disney
media: Cinderella and Belle as two specific, popular princesses, the
vast princess genre, and the Disney brand itself. These components
support the rationale for producing live-action remakes, which could
have been viewed as risky due to its previously unexplored market.
The stories’ past success combined with the influence of feminism in
the new films to take on tales that Disney fans knew and loved while
adding modern values reflected in the media. Because the Disney
brand draws in a wide audience and is aware of its global influence,
the company works hard to echo the prominent social values of the
time, be they steadfast morals like love or kindness or fluctuating
standards like what it means to be or act as a certain gender. In the
film Mulan, resilient teen Mulan defies the gender roles of China’s
military and volunteers to fight in her aging father’s place, adding the
story of an independent, risk-taking princess to the Disney princess
catalog. The recent rise in feminism has led Disney to update its
princess genre by increasing the introduction of empowered
princesses who are agents in their own stories. For example, Elsa and
Ibid.
Ibid.
12 Ibid.
10
11
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Anna of Frozen discover the importance of sisterly love over romantic
love, and Moana of Moana goes on a quest to save her island and her
people. Thus, the success of both older and more recently introduced
animated Disney princesses who exhibit agency provides some of the
context for the live-action remodeling of Cinderella and Belle.
Ideology: Theory and Method
Ideology has been used in rhetorical criticism to focus on the
beliefs and values that surround and are extracted from an artifact
being analyzed. Foss defines ideology as a “pattern of beliefs that
determines a group’s interpretations of some aspect(s) of the world.”13
Related opinions combine to represent a larger feeling that is
summarized as an ideology. The represented feelings impact daily
decisions, judgements, and fundamental values as the world is
viewed through the ideological lens. Ideologies play an important role
in shaping human thought over the duration of a person’s lifetime, as
people subscribe to particular ideologies from an early age.14 People
grow up thinking that certain values — for instance, responsibility or
loyalty — are more necessary and desirable than others. Some
ideologies rise to become hegemonic societal norms within certain
cultures, further influencing people’s beliefs within that culture. In
this way, ideological narratives help create culture as they are used to
teach values through lessons and entertain with stories that reiterate
those values.15 This is done through a combination of power coming
from influential sources such as companies, individuals, or
organizations and support being gained as the powerful influencers
spread their opinions among people.16

Foss, Rhetorical Criticism.
Ordabayeva, Nailya, & Fernandes, Daniel. Better or Different? How
Political Ideology Shapes Preferences for Differentiation in the Social
Hierarchy. (Journal of Consumer Research, 2018), 227–250.
15 Palczewski, Catherine Helen, Ice, Rich, & Fritch, John.
(2016). Rhetoric in Civic Life (2nd ed.), (State College, PA: Strata Pub.
2016).
16 McKenzie, Paula. An Ideological Criticism of Mary McLeod Bethune’s
“Democracy” Speech. (Florida Communication Journal, 2012), 13–22.
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Adults tend to side with beliefs that validate their current
opinions, further leading them to gravitate towards dominant
ideologies promoted in the public eye.17 The power that ideologies
hold over their believers is often taken for granted, as the values that
uphold the ideologies seem natural, not oppressive or constricting.18
People as a collective forget that ideologies are socially constructed
and contribute towards both a sense of what is right and that what
they believe simply feels right without constriction or force.19 This
coercive power has the opportunity to influence what becomes
hegemonic as a culture begins to prioritize certain ideologies over
others. This process is often maintained and cultivated through the
use of widespread media, such as mass media or entertainment. For
example, the constant practice of coveting and purchasing materials
has reiterated the ideology of consumption which infiltrates United
States culture.20 In recognizing the subtle influence ideologies have on
world lenses that allow for peoples’ one-sided understanding, Leal
claims ideologies can be seen as “distorted representations of a
‘distorted’ reality.”21 Despite the negative connotation that belief in or
the labeling of an ideology can hold, Deligiaouri gives the reminder
that facts in the real world cannot be ignored despite the differences
in cultural ideologies.22 Facts and statistics stand on their own
regardless of what is accepted in various cultures; the only
independent element is the cultural interpretation of what those facts
may mean according to the dominant ideologies. In this way,
Ordabayeva and Fernandes, Daniel. Better or Different, 227–250.
Wells, Celeste. C. Diapers Full of … Pampered, Hugged, and “Luved”
Babies: Teaching Ideological Criticism Through Diapers. (Communication
Teacher, 2016), 72–76.
19 Palczewski, Ice, and Fritch, Rhetoric in Civic Life
20 Leal, Leila. S. Ideology, Alienation and Reification: Concepts for a Radical
Theory of Communication in Contemporary Capitalism. (TripleC
(Cognition, Communication, Co-Operation): Open Access Journal for
a Global Sustainable Information Society, 2018), 688–695.
21 Leal, Ideology, Alienation and Reification, 688–695.
22 Deligiaouri, Anastasia. Discursive Construction of Truth, Ideology and
the Emergence of Post-truth Narratives in Contemporary Political
Communication. (International Journal of Media & Cultural Politics,
2018), 301–315.
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ideologies can be used to critique hegemonic social dynamics such as
where power is centralized, what the use of power is focused on, or
how power is exercised.23 This is especially relevant when the entities
that promote and circulate hegemonic beliefs do so on a mass scale, as
done by corporations through wide media influence. However,
ideologies are not static and change within a community over time,
thus affecting how people evaluate the world over time.24
Method
This rhetorical analysis centers on four films: the Disney
animated films Cinderella and Beauty and the Beast, and the Disney liveaction remakes of the same films. In viewing these films, I paid
attention to the scenes’ dialogue, characters, and plot while coding for
both similarity and difference. During my coding process, I focused
on comparing the animated films to one another, comparing the liveaction films to one another, and comparing the animated films of the
same titles (the animated Cinderella to the live-action Cinderella, and
the same for the Beauty and the Beast films). I additionally compared
the animated films to the live-action features to further explore
similarities and differences. I limited my analysis to strictly these four
Disney films and did not compare these stories to past or other
versions of the fairytales.
This analysis is legitimized by the success of the older,
animated films contributing towards the creation of the live-action
adaptions. Disney has continued to create live-action remakes of their
beloved animated movies, thus suggesting the importance of the upand-coming, separate genre of the rebranded live-action film. For
example, live action Aladdin and The Lion King will premiere in 2019,
with Mulan and a Maleficent sequel following in 2020.25 The
consistency of Disney’s modernized content indicates that the
company is staying aware of current social values. This implies that
the brand will continue to impact the social atmosphere through their
Wells, Diapers Full, 72–76
Palczewski, Ice, and Fritch, Rhetoric in Civic Life
25 Gajanan, Mahita. “A Complete List of Live Action Disney Movies
Through 2020.” Last modified October 1, 2016.
http://time.com/4525871/disney-live-action-movies/
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circulating content that has been used to teach and promote societal
values, such as kindness, loyalty, curiosity, bravery, and love. The
corporation’s modernization also reflects the national and global rise
in feminism, which continues to critique the values and beliefs like
responsibility and personhood, promoted by the media and dominant
ideology. Finally, there has been past research on Disney films and
material, but no research on the specific comparison of the company’s
animated classics to its remakes. This new element of comparison may
generate new findings and implications related to the modernization
of well-known traditional content.
Finding Balance in the Contrast: Recognizability and Social
Progress
In understanding the power of ideological presence and how
it shapes our worldviews, one can see why the Disney company
values the permanence of recognizability and the modernity of social
change. Companies often invoke popular ideologies to resonate with
their target audiences. The ideologies of recognizability and social
progress are balanced so that Cinderella and Beauty and the Beast retain
familiarity to their stories while adding in just enough revolution to
keep up with changing times. This balance is achieved through the
consistent themes of expectation, relatability, and desire.
As ideologies, recognizability and social progress represent
current values in the United States perpetuated by the continuous
belief and circulation of the ideologies’ respective values. The
ideology of recognizability is supported by cultural importance
placed on passing familiarity on to family members, close friends, and
generalizable public trends through the years. Comfort is found when
something is recognizable and relatable — a brand, a story, a feeling,
or an idea. This comfort then inspires the circular pattern of
continuing to pass on that feeling of relatability, and therefore the
beliefs associated with it. The ideology of social progress is revealed
in the current political climate of moving towards overarching
equality and inclusion. The rise of recognizing past fault and actively
working to change oppression and exclusion has brought about a
focus on respecting all forms of humanity. This active push towards
progress is reaching beyond politics into religion, education,
workplaces, private life, and into all spheres of global awareness.
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Thus, the overarching belief in equality and improvement forms an
ideology of social change that pushes humanity towards forward
thinking as it spreads worldwide.
Recognizability: Comfort in Familiarity
Within this analysis, recognizability represents what stayed
the same between the animated to live-action transitions of the films,
as well as what was kept from the original movies for both remakes.
Recognizability consists of the theme of expectation: what is literally
expected by the audience members in the plots surrounding
Cinderella and Belle’s lives.
The theme of expectation encompasses the need to maintain
the original fairytale plots, reiterate the classic princess romance
narrative, and ensure that the Disney brand saves face by upholding
the “Disney brand” imagery. Because the plots of Cinderella and
Beauty and the Beast are generally recognizable beyond Disney’s
interpretations, the storylines must remain consistent to the public
narratives in order to be the same stories. Thus, Disney’s remakes
follow their own previously produced patterns in order to stay
recognizable not only as the stories of Cinderella and Belle, but also as
the Disney versions of the tales. For example, the ballroom dance
scenes of both Cinderella and Beauty and the Beast have become iconic
as the two princesses swirl around in their now famous blue and
yellow ballgowns, respectively, swaying with the soon-to-be loves of
their lives. These ballroom dances are expected to be within the stories
because they represent turning points in the plots. At the ball,
Cinderella connects with the prince as a prince for the first time, thus
influencing her perception of the possibility of a future with him. The
Beast’s invitation to Belle to dance with him confirms to viewers the
that the dynamic between the two characters has changed, moving
from a quarrelsome cohabitation to an affectionate partnership. In
both instances, the dance scene serves as a turning point for the plots
that is expected by the viewers in order to follow the well-known and
well-loved narrative.
The element of romance is also important to audience
members watching Cinderella and Beauty and the Beast. In order for the
stories to stay true to themselves, the tales must have the underlying
yet essential romantic pursuit between Cinderella and Prince
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Charming and Belle and the Beast (known in his human form as
Adam). While there is much more substantive value to these fairytale
stories, such as standing up for oneself and having courage and
endurance through tough times, what would the tales of Cinderella
and Beauty and the Beast be if the act of falling in love was absent?
Cinderella and Belle may arguably be the same women, but the
overall fairytales that people have become familiar with would cease
to exist. Still, even though the subtraction of romance would change
the major plot lines of the films, small details would too be affected.
For instance, the moment that Lumiere sees Belle step foot into the
Beast’s castle, he assumes that she is the one who will fall in love with
the Beast to break his animalistic and inhuman curse. The entire
castle’s welcoming of Belle revolves around the prospect that she
could learn to love the Beast. In Cinderella’s case, the animated
feature shows that Cinderella and Prince Charming are immediately
infatuated with one another upon meeting at the ball. The live-action
movie goes beyond this and introduces the future couple to one
another during a hunting expedition in the woods. After briefly
speaking and parting ways, the prince is seen later talking to his
friend about how he cannot stop thinking about the girl he met in the
forest and what it would be like to marry for love. The idea that
romance blossoms naturally stays a prominent theme throughout the
movies and indulges the audience in their expectation that the
princesses will easily and willingly fall in love when the princes find
the women of their dreams. This theme stays true to the Disney stories
of Cinderella and Belle, as well as to the larger princess genre trope in
general.
A more obvious reason for Disney’s live-action remakes
fulfilling the fans’ expectations of its classic movies is the need to
please the fanbase, therefore perpetuating their support of the Disney
company. In keeping the overall plots and distinctive elements the
same, the characters and stories remained recognizable while growing
to reflect modern times. For example, the live-action movies kept the
defining characteristics of each princess, like Cinderella’s kindness
and Belle’s bold actions and words. In maintaining the core values of
the princesses in the live-action adaptations, the princess characters
stayed true to the Disney versions of themselves. Similarly, to
maintain their branding of the princesses and the familiarity of their
stories, iconic movies scenes from each animated film were translated
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into the live-action versions, like the pumpkin turning into a carriage
in Cinderella and the “Be Our Guest” song and dinner sequence in
Beauty and the Beast. In keeping iconic elements that scream “Disney”
for the live-action movies, the company avoided a complete
rebranding and instead delivered updated but true-to-the original
adaptions to satisfy Disney fans.
The overall theme of fulfilling the audience’s expectations
encompasses the ideology of recognizability by contributing to what
Disney fans would expect from their favorite entertainment source.
The elements of the fairytale plot, the romance, and maintenance of
the specific Disney storyline were all selected to stay unchanged in the
live-action remakes to purposefully promote the synchrony of the
brand. Disney sees the importance that expectation holds in viewers’
eyes and cannot risk letting faithful fans down. By maintaining
recognizability, Disney is securing positive ratings of its content,
leading to a positive rating of the corporation overall. When Disney
fans recognize a Disney story, like Cinderella or Beauty and the Beast,
this recognition continues to promote support of and faith in the
Disney brand to deliver content that is desirable, relatable, and
lovable. The company can then use that recognizability in its own
favor, knowing that fans trust in Disney to deliver the content that
they expect from the brand.
Social Progress: Necessity of the Representation of Now
Social progress within this analysis reflects what was altered
from the animated films for the new live-action remakes. It is
constructed of the themes of relatability and desire. Relatability refers
to the explanation of characters, more realistic character dimensions,
and the ability to emotionally connect with the characters and their
situations. After discussing the theme of relatability, I will elaborate
on the theme of desire.
Relatability Reflecting Modernity
Within the theme of relatability, two subthemes of character
explanation and realistic dimension allow viewers to connect with the
characters, dialogue, and feelings in a scene. The fist subtheme,
character explanation, refers to the live-action movies’ integration of
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character depth and background information. In the animated
versions of Cinderella and Beauty and the Beast, what happened to
Cinderella and Belle before the movie begins (other than what is
revealed during the film introductions and opening scenes) is
unimportant and irrelevant to the plots. The women are simply
accepted for who they are by the audience because there is apparently
nothing else the audience needs to know. This changes in the liveaction adaptions. The voiceover that consistently narrates Cinderella’s
feelings throughout the live-action film reveals more character depth
as the audience gets a peek directly into Cinderella’s thoughts — an
element completely absent from the animated Cinderella. For example,
in the live-action movie, the voiceover informs viewers that Cinderella
feels pity for her stepsisters when they abuse her and tear her dress
apart. The added character explanation in the remakes also benefits
the audience as they learn more about the princesses’ background and
family information, such as when Belle learns how her mother died.
This is a contrast to the animated film, where there is no mention of
Belle’s mother at all. The added background information and
character depth combine to reveal more personhood attached to both
women. We now see exactly what makes Cinderella kind and why
Belle is unafraid to be independent. Character depth is no longer
implied but is explicit. This creates a stronger base for audience
members to attach to, leading to more opportunities to connect with
the characters.
The second subtheme of realistic dimension is given to most
characters and their interactions within the live-action moves, not
only the princess protagonists. More male characters with deeper
relationships and conversations better reflect the world we currently
live in by putting genuine, emotional male friendships on screen. No
longer do male characters play secondary roles with no feelings or
values of their own. Or in cases like Gaston’s in Beauty and the Beast,
where his values are shown in the animated version, there is no
longer just his one-sided interaction with others. Instead, men are
shown having true friendships where conversation goes back and
forth with insight, advice, and opinions. For example, in the liveaction Cinderella, the prince has a discussion with his father about his
love for the maiden he met when riding his horse in the forest. This
type of male intimacy was lacking in the animated film, with no
scenes showing emotional discussions that go beyond surface level
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small talk. This increases the visibility and normalcy of deep male
friendships in the real world for viewers. Another positive element of
realistic character dimension within the remakes is that audience
members see stronger foundations for romance being built. Although
the infatuation still unfolds naturally between the couples, there is a
larger visible base for the attraction, making it easier to see exactly
why the princesses and princes are attracted to one another. For
example, in the live-action movie, Belle and the Beast are seen sitting
together discussing their favorite Shakespeare plays. This makes their
ability to relate to one another — a key element of attraction — more
obvious when compared to the animated film, in which the only
presupposition to their romance is the fact that they live in proximity
to one another. The fact that Cinderella and Belle’s romantic interests
are made more grounded in substance such as similarity,
understanding, and emotion creates an air of more genuine attraction
that is therefore more realistic. Overall, the updated realism of
characters with actual reasons for doing what they do and saying
what they say gives the characters more depth as a whole, making it
easier for audience members to see themselves in people on the
screen.
Overall, the theme of relatability benefits audience members
because they are able to connect with the stories they are watching.
Through deeper character explanation, the family backgrounds and
personality traits of the princesses are made explicit, thus making
their experiences easier to relate to. The heavier presence of male
interaction and love stories that have tracible evidence indicate
Disney’s acknowledgement that these movies are not just made for
little girls; the stories have been enhanced through social awareness of
their audiences that include adults, children, and people of all
genders. These small, subtle changes indicate that the Disney brand is
aware of what audiences demand in stories being produced today: the
ability to relate to the story on a deeper level of connection that goes
beyond identifying with a character by projecting oneself onto a single
trait or having the same hair color as the protagonist.
Desire for Depth and Diversity
The second theme within the ideology of social progress is
desire, which outlines what the audiences wish to see in Disney’s
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media content. This includes the subthemes of the continuing
romance narrative, character explanations, and personal
representation. When it comes to the romance narrative, plots that
continue to emphasize falling in love persist because people still tie
love stories to the princess genre. Even with the modernization of the
live-action stories, people still want the remakes to represent the
whole princess genre — thus implying the element of love remaining
in the plot. The fairytale element of finding love with prince charming
was retained in the live-action storylines of Cinderella and Beauty and
the Beast because finding love is crucial to both Cinderella and Belle’s
stories. Taking out the love trope or making Cinderella and Belle
completely independent would change the entire plots of the stories.
Therefore, even with the progression of princess films shifting
importance away from finding a man to fall in love with, Cinderella
and Beauty and the Beast do not have this liberty. From the production
of the films Frozen and Moana, we see that the Disney company itself
recognizes the importance of expanding the princess genre to no
longer revolve around the act of falling in love and living happily ever
after. However, Disney reveals its awareness of the fanbase’s desire to
see their beloved classic films in a new way that still retain their
familiarity. This insight plays as a strong marketing move that
balances the need to produce new content that is aware of pushing
boundaries while still respecting that people have unwavering love
for stories they grew up with.
The subtheme of character explanations is evident in the
heavy use of narration in both live-action remakes, leading one to
believe that the audience members want to know what is going on in
characters’ heads or between scenes even when the characters
themselves do not tell us through visual or audio cues. This was
especially prominent in the live-action Cinderella, as Cinderella’s
values and thoughts were mostly revealed through narration. The
narration provided a peek into the princesses’ brains, as well as into
the minds of other characters that did not get as much background
information explained or screen time showcasing their emotions or
actions. The use of narration in addition to scenes with more revealing
information in general — through character dialogue and monologue
or visual cues — indicates the desire of the audience to know more
detail about what is going on in the films. This reflects the modern
desire to be well-informed; people want to know intricate details in
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order to better understand personalities, actions, relationships,
settings, and other elements of storytelling. Modern culture has put
emphasis on the importance of knowing as much information as
possible. By including more character explanations in the live-action
remakes, Disney appeals to the audience’s need for more
understanding, generating a more interesting storyline and more
satisfied audience.
The final subtheme of representation within the theme of
desire is especially crucial in updating Disney’s appeal in modern
markets by actively representing the company’s target audience. As
modern Western culture works to eradicate racism, heterosexism, and
sexism to be more inclusive and welcoming of all people in real life,
consumers call for media companies to produce entertainment
content that mirrors this real-life change by including characters that
look and act like real-life people in a world of diversity. This includes
representation of people of color, LGBTQ relationships, and strong
female characters. Both live-action Cinderella and Beauty and the Beast
included a racially diverse cast — including people of color in
prominent supporting roles, not only the background cast. This stands
out as a stark contrast to the animated films, where even the nameless
crowds of people were all white. In Beauty and the Beast, there were
moments featuring LGBTQ positivity. At the end of the film, two men
danced with each other during the closing ballroom dance scene.
Additionally, although it was never explicitly stated or visually
confirmed, there were visual implications that Lefou, the villain
Gaston’s sidekick, had romantic feelings for Gaston and perhaps
attraction towards men in general. Cinderella and Belle were also
given much more agency and voice in the live-action remakes, as both
characters had more tangible personalities that shone past the onedimensional women of the animated features. As people rally for
equality of people of color, queer people, and women in the real
world, the representation of such diversity on movie screens is crucial
as well. Representation in entertainment media leads to normalization
and acceptance of diversity in real life. Disney must represent all
audience members in its productions if the company wants to attract
and retain a diverse audience. It is here that Disney must take on the
challenge of balancing modern liberal ideals and traditional
conservative morals to satisfy both types of audience. Over the past
few years, modern society has become increasingly more progressive
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and outspoken in its push for equal rights, equal treatment, and equal
respect. The Disney brand must become and stay a prominent figure
and partner in this liberal push in order stay relevant in the
entertainment industry; the lack of doing so will likely result in the
fading of supportive fans if modernity is not represented in
purchasable content.
Overall, the theme of desire represents the strong voice of
Disney’s audience that plays a large role in what the Disney company
chooses to produce. When people are paying for entertainment, a
company must cater to what the audience is willing to pay for and
therefore what the audience demands to see. By combining
relatability and desire, the importance of the ideology of social
progress is revealed as a strong influence from Disney’s target
audience. In larger culture, social progress is a strong wave that
cannot be ignored. Modern culture is quick to fumigate a company
that is not inclusive, so the Disney company must keep up with what
people want mirrored in consumable content in order to avoid being
negatively branded as an entertainment giant that is apathetic to
modernity. By catering to the audience’s needs for realistic and
relatable characters, plots that deliver modernized love stories, and
representation of people that have been overlooked or diminished in
the past, Disney is able to use the updated live-action stories of
Cinderella and Beauty and the Beast to retain their marketable
conglomerate power while still promoting important social values
such as equality and feminism.
As a brief review of my main findings, the desire to reproduce
the classic stories of Cinderella and Beauty and the Beast was a move
that required Disney to pay attention to both its traditional fairytale
images and the interests of modern culture. The ideologies of
recognizability and social progress may seem oppositional, as they
combine old and new, which means they must be carefully balanced
in order to deliver consumable content that satisfies the largest
possible audience. It is here that balance is important in a dualistic
nature. There must be equal fulfilment between traditionalist fans
who love Disney for what it is and may have more conservative
inclinations of what should be mass-produced and fans who demand
more inclusive entertainment that is not afraid to make statements
about humanitarian topics. In Disney’s live-action executions, the
recognizable plots of Cinderella and Beauty and the Beast were
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maintained with just enough liberalism to keep the audience satisfied
on both accounts of traditionalism and progressivism, as called for by
the rise of feminism and the push for equality.
Discussion
This rhetorical analysis of the animated and live-action
Cinderella and Beauty and the Beast shows the advantage companies
receive when they promote and assimilate to popular ideologies of a
culture. Ideologies are appealing, and appeal leads to success —
including monetary gain. For example, since the Cinderella and Beauty
and the Beast remakes premiered in 2015 and 2017 respectively and
found great success with their audiences, Disney has put full stock
into recreating many of its animated classics into live-action movies
soon to premier, such as Dumbo, Lady and the Tramp, Aladdin, and The
Lion King.26 My research suggests that there is benefit for digging
deeper into the use of ideological influence by corporations, as we
may better understand the reasons behind the content they decide to
produce, the attention to details given when creating their content,
and their marketing strategies. By acknowledging the fact that
entertainment companies pay attention to social trends and weave
these trends into their productions to make their content more
appealing to audiences, the general public can become more aware of
the mediated promotion of hegemonic ideologies within many aspects
of culture that pass off as mindless entertainment. Cultivating this
understanding may break the cycle of mindless consumerism,
creating knowledgeable audiences that are aware of what they are
buying into, circulating, and perpetuating in their own lives.
I believe it is also important to address the implications that
come from the decision to retell stories versus the decision to create
original content. The Disney company is famous for both routes of
creativity, and there is room for more in-depth interpretation of the
impact of their choices to create their content. Because of collective
memory and the influence of identity found in passing down values
through stories, there is great power in the act of retelling and
reinterpreting stories. This retelling fosters a sense of familiarity and
26

Gajanan, “A Complete List”
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connection to others as people grow older and choose to pass on
lessons they learned though relatable, classic stories. However,
original stories are also quite powerful. They provide the opportunity
to create characters and plots around current, relevant issues that
include accurate representations of modern times. As previously
discussed, this representation and relatability matters greatly; the
older, classic stories may not be changed or bent well enough to offer
an accurate reflection of modernity. Thus, the creation of new tales
allows people to connect and identify with situations and characters
from the beginning. Still, it is important to watch as corporations with
long histories of creating public entertainment, such as the Walt
Disney Company, decide to produce new media and navigate the
balance of old and new stories. Future research may be done to
investigate how much change reflecting modernity can be made to
classic fairytale stories before the changes outstep the “boundary” of
what is accepted as part of the traditional princess story.
This research did not occur without limitations, the largest
being my time constraint. This paper was written for a course at my
university, and I had only one semester to create and execute this
study. If I had more time to explore my own data, I would have liked
to discuss additional findings, details, and examples. However, due to
my short amount of time to complete this research, I chose to
incorporate findings with the largest amount of supportive data and
that were the most applicable and translational to larger society.
Another limitation was the lack of research on past Disney analyses.
While a few studies exist, I was unable to analyze many in depth in
order to provide more background on their findings and Disney’s ties
to society. Finally, while I did my best at keeping an objective, datafocused mindset, I may not fully disengage my biases as an active
member of the society of which I have written about. One may
assume that my knowledge and experience as a societal participant
may have influenced this analysis, as I was the only author for this
project. Throughout this research, I prioritized perspective taking, a
critical eye, and knowledge of theory in order to best ground my
approach to analysis.
This analysis creates implications for future research
revolving around the reflection of modernity on time-tested material
and popular entertainment’s influence on dominant social ideologies.
Future studies may dive further into comparative analysis between
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already established stories and their revisions over time to track the
changes made and differences kept while theorizing the implications
of those changes and differences during their respective time periods.
Multiple studies of this sort may help form larger theories about how
modernity impacts stories and how their revisions can reveal societal
value. Similarly, by continuing to explore entertainment’s ties to
dominant societal value, correlation can be further tested regarding
media’s influence on social beliefs. Studying regulation of the public
interest related to corporations’ interest in consumerism could
potentially reveal findings that translate to the formation or
adjustment of ideologies. While this analysis only briefly touched on
both of these interests, there is much similar, potential research to be
done on these subjects in the future.
In conclusion, I argue that Disney reimagined its animated
classics as live-action films while balancing recognizability and social
progress. Through these two social expectations, the Disney brand
was able to cater to their dedicated audience by presenting familiar
content, as anticipated by its fans, while still updating the plots to
represent current values, showcasing the company’s awareness of
modern expectations. The use of ideology by the Disney company
shows its awareness of marketability of cultural values and the ability
to promote the continuance of desirable dominant beliefs. As
entertainment continues to grow around the expectations, relatability,
and desires of the modern world, we can expect to see more takes in
the future on tales as old as time.
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CREATING A BETTER ENVIRONMENT:
A CLOSER LOOK INTO THE ENVIRONMENTAL
JUSTICE MOVEMENT IN THE UNITED STATES AND
OMAHA, NEBRASKA
Lizzie Hudson
Creighton University

Introduction
For years, the environment has been thought of in terms of the natural
world. The environment has been kept separate from social studies
and explored as a natural science. While it is true that the
environment is all around us and does include the natural world, the
unnatural world like houses, landfills, and garbage are a part of the
environment as well. Humans impact the human-made world just as
much as the natural world. Some individuals and communities have
better access to a good environment while others do not. This was
finally broken down and explained by the concept of environmental
justice and the movement built from it.
This paper will provide an overview of environmental
inequality formation and how the Environmental Justice Movement
rose to combat environmental inequalities. Then I will explain how
Omaha is a city not immune to environmental inequalities, who is
doing work to rectify these inequalities, and what Omaha’s
Environmental Justice Movement network looks like.
Methods
For this paper, I performed a literature review on research
regarding environmental injustice formation and the Environmental
Justice Movement. Environmental inequality formation created the
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foundation of why the Environmental Justice Movement was
necessary. Studies on the movement itself are important for this paper
because they add context to Omaha's Environmental Justice
Movement network. To understand Omaha’s environmental justice
history, I conducted archival research of Omaha World-Herald and
Omaha Star newspapers. I searched for the term “environmental
justice” in both newspapers to find out when and how environmental
justice was discussed. The last part of my research was interviewing
different organizations that I believed could be doing environmental
justice work. The organization did not have to be exclusively an
environmental organization.
Environmental Inequality Formation
Environmental inequality formation begins with racial
formation that is historically specific to the United States. Other
countries have a more class-based inequality formation but the way
the United States developed, it created a system in which racial
minorities would be in a lower socioeconomic class. This was not only
developed through discriminatory laws and policies but also from the
social ideologies that non-African Americans placed upon their
African-American counterparts. Due to this act, it kept many AfricanAmericans in poor conditions in their homes, in the workplace, and in
the educational sector. This creates double jeopardy for racial
minorities who are also poor. Double jeopardy means to have low
status on two different dimensions of stratification. Class is still
important, but race is the stronger coefficient in quantitative work
regarding environmental inequalities.
A race is a group of people treated as distinct because of
physical characteristics to which social importance has been assigned.1
This is important to remember when looking at environmental
inequalities because these physical characteristics are influencing
factors on where to place environmental hazards. “Race is indeed a
pre-eminently socio-historical concept. Racial categories and the
meaning of race are given concrete expression by the specific social
relations and historical context in which they are embedded… We
Howard Winant, "Race and Race Theory," Annual Review of Sociology
26, no. 1 (2000): , doi:10.1146/annurev.soc.26.1.169.
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utilize race to provide clues about who a person is”.2 The meaning of
race and racial categories in relation to environmental inequality
formation is that Black, Latino, and Native American populations are
not perceived as groups that have high socioeconomic class. As a
result, they do not have the political or social power to fight back
against the systems that are built against them. This is where
institutional racism comes into play. David Pellow states that it is not
just about the outcome of the corporate decisions but the process. The
picking and choosing of location, type, and level of emissions,
stakeholders, etc. all are a part of the process which perpetuates the
discrimination. Even if corporations are not outwardly saying they
want to put waste facilities in black neighborhoods, the process in
deciding where they will be placed is inherently racist and
discriminatory.3 This is because these corporations are not building
with people in mind but money in mind.
From a legal perspective, institutions are able to do this
because it is very difficult to prove discriminatory intent. In the
Supreme Court case of Alexander v. Sandoval, the Supreme Court
ruled that individuals cannot bring a private cause of action to enforce
disparate-impact.4 Individuals can only sue based on intentional
discrimination. If the corporations that are placing these
environmental hazards in black and brown neighborhoods without
saying they are placing them with discriminatory intent, then the
corporation is not doing anything illegal. They are, however,
providing discriminatory impact that victimize many black, brown,
and poor neighborhoods. This is due to the lack of environmental
hazards in wealthy, white neighborhoods. Many corporations know
that the people in the wealthy, white neighborhoods have political
opportunities that black and brown neighborhoods do not. They are
more likely to fight back and win. These distinctions are even
apparent in the same county. This is seen in Kettleman City county in
Charles V. Hamilton, Michael Omi, and Howard Winant, "Racial
Formation in the United States from the 1960s to the 1980s.," Political
Science Quarterly 103, no. 1 (1988): , DOI:10.2307/2151151..
3 Christopher Mele, "‘Using’ Race in the Politics of Siting
Environmentally Hazardous Facilities," Environmental Sociology 2, no.
2 (2016): , DOI:10.1080/23251042.2016.1163962.
4 532 U.S. Alexander v. Sandoval (2001).
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California.5 The county itself has a large Latino population and they
are the ones who received the waste facilities in their part of town.
The other part of the county that did not receive a waste facility, is
predominately white and wealthy. The city received some percentage
of the income the corporation makes and the city put that money
towards the already wealthy and white part of the county. Kettleman
City is not unique. This happens all over the country.
Capitalism, racism, and class privilege are all intermixed
when looking at how environmental racism is established within a
community.6 The key institutions that perpetuate institutional racism
within these communities are city councils that welcome corporations
to build hazardous facilities. This is the work of capitalism and class
privilege. City council members have a more important social status
than the minority people of the communities. They are choosing
capitalism over their citizens. Relating back to the Kettleman City
County case, we can see that the county is taking preference of
making a profit over its citizens’ health and well-being.
In order to measure and evaluate environmental inequalities,
there has to be an assessment of the current community, the hazard,
and history of the community. For situations such as this, a valid
question is asked: what came first? The people or the hazard? This is
why the history of the community is important. In the 1950s,
suburban neighborhoods became the ideal home for white families.
Suburbs were developing all over the country. White families fled
from their urban environments— white flight and took off into a new
area where they could be surrounded by people just like them; in
racial and class categories alike. Their old homes were left empty and
property values went down, which caused the homes to be the
cheapest on the market. Racial minorities, who are disproportionately
affected by low income, bought these homes as they were the ones
that they could afford and were allowed to buy, due to housing
Luke W. Cole and Sheila R. Foster, "We Speak For Ourselves," in
From the Ground Up: Environmental Racism and the Rise of the
Environmental Justice Movement (New York: New York Univ. Press,
2001) 1-9.
6 Bob Bolin, Sara Grineski, and Timothy Collins, "The Geography of
Despair Environmental Racism and the Making of South Phoenix,
Arizona," Human Ecology Review 12, no. 2.
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segregation or redlining. Based on this small snippet of history alone,
it is clear that the people came first. When did the hazardous facilities
come in? Paul Mohai conducted many studies and found that the
demographic shifts are what caused environmentally hazardous
facilities to be moved into minority neighborhoods. These shifts are
what attracted corporations onto the land.7 As aforementioned,
political clout is very important when placing these facilities.
Corporations are strategically setting up sites that will not easily be
removed.
Even though class is a factor in environmental inequality
formation, race is the larger coefficient in quantitative studies and
movement strategies. The United States has more legal processes in
place that are supposed to protect racial minorities from
discrimination compared to class. For example, affirmative action
based on race includes no discriminatory practices in housing. If
corporations have racist intent with building their hazardous facilities,
racial minorities would be legally protected and supported. There are
many other protections for racial minorities in the legal world. Class
does have its own foundation in the movement. It does not have a
strong presence in legal protections like race does. Due to this, the
Environmental Justice Movement was able to set its own foundation
using the concept of race.
Environmental Justice Movement
Environmental inequalities were a form of discrimination that
people recognized were happening in their communities.
Environmental justice “embraces the principle that all people and
communities have a right to equal protection and equal enforcement
of environmental laws and regulations”.8 The Environmental Justice
Movement stemmed from the Civil Rights movement. While it is
Paul Mohai and Robin Saha, "Which Came First, People or
Pollution? Assessing the Disparate Siting and Post-siting
Demographic Change Hypotheses of Environmental Injustice,"
Environmental Research Letters 10, no. 11 (2015): , DOI:10.1088/17489326/10/11/115008.
8 Robert Bullard, "About Environmental Justice,"
https://drrobertbullard.com.
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difficult to place one act as the beginning of the Environmental Justice
Movement, many environmental sociologists argue that the
movement began in 1987 with the United Church of Christ’s study
titled Toxic Wastes and Race in the United States: A National Report on the
Racial and Socioeconomic Characteristics of Communities With Hazardous
Wastes Sites. This study allowed people to focus on racial and class
aspects of environmental inequalities. The study also sent out a call to
action to the federal and state governments and municipalities to start
mitigating the wrongs of environmental hazards. The Environmental
Justice Movement is different from any other environmental
movement. The framing of this issue aligned multiple groups together
that would never cross paths otherwise. Reaching across cultural lines
meant more support in the network that the Environmental Justice
Movement was building.9 The Environmental Justice Movement was
framed in a way so the people who are the most affected are the
people who are making the solutions to combat environmental
injustices. The Environmental Justice Movement, however, included
African Americans, Latino Americans, Native Americans, labor
unions, low-income communities, and academia.10 To have this many
cohorts working together for a cause was a rarity in social
movements. The three racial minorities that are listed are the ones
most affected by environmental inequalities. African Americans and
Latino Americans’ neighborhoods have been disproportionately
affected by site placement of toxic waste facilities, landfills, and waste
incinerators.11
Native Americans and other indigenous peoples have
suffered plenty of pollution due to the dumping and contamination
that occurs away from and in their lands. Mining has damaged their
water supply and their air quality. Federal and state governments
ignored the traditional lifestyles of native and indigenous people. For
centuries, the government has undermined the efficiency and
Dorceta E. Taylor, "The Rise of the Environmental Justice Paradigm,"
American Behavioral Scientist 43, no. 4 (January 2000) 508-580.
10 Luke W. Cole and Sheila R. Foster, "A History of the Environmental
Justice Movement," in From the Ground Up: Environmental Racism and
the Rise of the Environmental Justice Movement (New York: New York
Univ. Press, 2001) 19-33.
11 Ibid.
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legitimacy of how they live. The federal government has been
wanting to give trust responsibility to tribes and reservations.12 This
would leave the federal government without any responsibility for
what happens to tribal lands. Because of this ideology, this has left
many tribes without the resources and necessities that they require to
continue their original ways of life.
Resource Mobilization and Networking
Due to its unique framing and member-base, the
Environmental Justice Movement had to utilize their communities
and personal connections to build their networks. Networking is a
strategy that has evolved in opposition to perceived problems with
centralized organizations and out of the inherent diversity of the
movement.13 The Environmental Justice Movement networked based
on personal ties and key institutions. The most successful social
networks are formed through interpersonal connections rather than
organizational connections. Relying on money and political clout, like
other environmental movements, was not feasible for the
Environmental Justice Movement as this relates back to
environmental inequality formation. Members of the movement
networked and mobilized by going to community gatherings and
churches. Racial minorities, especially African Americans, have a
strong community tie to their churches. This allowed for the message
of the Environmental Justice Movement to be spread at a central
location. This connected people with a two-mode network, thus
making the network stronger. Another important institution for
networking was academia. Academia allowed for the message and
mission of the Environmental Justice Movement to reach populations
that are not necessarily affected by environmental inequalities but do
have the social and political power to get people to focus on the
Weaver, Jace. "Triangulated Power and the Environment: Tribes, the
Federal Government, and the State." In Defending Mother Earth: Native
American Perspectives on Environmental Justice, 107-21.
13 David Schlosberg, "Networks and Mobile Arrangements:
Organizational Innovation in the US Environmental Justice
Movement," Environmental Politics 8, no. 1 (1999):
,DOI:10.1080/09644019908414441.
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movement.14 The result of networking and mobilization were
grassroots organizations that would begin working on environmental
justice.
When at these community gatherings and church services,
members of the movement strategized and provided different ways to
act collectively and productively on solutions. It is fundamental for
the network to have political opportunities. Networks need to have a
way to participate in political action. If the network does not have
that, the network will fall apart. It also causes the framing,
networking and mobilizing be for nothing.15 If social movements
provide the basic infrastructure for civil society, then greater
centrality may promote a more favorable attitude towards
collaboration. The centrality of a movement is crucial for its success.16
This means that the central people of the movement can expand their
network to those who are not so central to the movement, such as
government officials, political leaders, corporations, and traditional
environmentalists.
Mobilization occurs for many reasons. One of the biggest
predictors for mobilization in the Environmental Justice Movement is
collective attachment. When an environmental hazard is introduced
into a neighborhood or community, a plethora of emotions come from
residents and they prepare to take action. People mobilize through
individual and collective identities. Resulting in the creation of urban
green spaces (city parks) which are being upheld by citizens.
Attachment should be expanded to the nonhuman world as well. It is
a good predictor of whether or not people will flee or try to fix what is

Luke W. Cole and Sheila R. Foster, “The Political Economy of
Environmental Racism" in From the Ground Up: Environmental Racism
and the Rise of the Environmental Justice Movement (New York: New
York Univ. Press, 2001) 34-53.
15 Florence Passy, “Social Networks Matter but How?” in Social
Movements and Networks: Relational Approaches to Collective Action
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003).
16 Christopher Ansell, “Community Embeddedness and Collaborative
Governance in the San Francisco Bay Area Environmental Movement”
in Social Movements and Networks: Relational Approaches to Collective
Action (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003).
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wrong there.17 Members of the Environmental Justice Movement
made sure to stay focused on their own communities and develop
their collective attachment. This movement has been able to transform
an individuals’ or organizations’ way of thinking about the
environment. It diminished the idea that environmental work had to
be a top-down approach and is now looked at from the perspective of
a web, by reaching out to regions, organizations, and individuals all
over the nation. The Environmental Justice Movement gave many
individuals the power to fight for something they never thought they
could. Many people, when they first started out in the movement,
thought they were dealing with a personal issue. They learned that it
is actually a common issue.18 They were able to be empowered from
knowing that they were not alone in the fight. Often times the people
who thought that they were alone ended up being the leader of a
coalition or the ones giving speeches in town halls and rallies.
Women, especially women of color, played a special role in being
leaders of the movement. Women are socialized to care about broader
society and not just about immediate dangers. Women of color have
been the ones on the front lines dealing with these injustices head-on,
especially black women. As early as 1913, black women have been
forming coalitions and organizations to better their communal
environment. This is rarely shown in environmental literature.
Reports and history show that black women did not really care about
environmental justice until the 1980s after it was brought to the
attention of white people.19 With newfound individual confidence,
this motivated people to learn more about the issues they were facing.
This, of course, grew into learning that environmental racism and
injustices are not only in their communities but are spread across the
country and globe. Black communities realized that they are a part of
Julie Agyeman et al., "Trends and Directions in Environmental
Justice: From Inequity to Everyday Life, Community, and Just
Sustainabilities," Annual Review Environmental Resources 41 (2016).
18 Luke W. Cole and Sheila R. Foster, “Transformative Politics" in From
the Ground Up: Environmental Racism and the Rise of the Environmental
Justice Movement (New York: New York Univ. Press, 2001) 151-165.
19 S. Rainey and G. Johnson, "Grassroots Activism: An Exploration of
Women of Color's Role in the Environmental Justice Movement," Race,
Gender & Class 16, no. 3/4 154-162.
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a much larger social issue that is built into the structure of society.
Even isolated issues were able to grow into a larger policy change that
does not just affect the community but the city, state or even the
country. This self-confidence of the individual and the collective is
crucial because without it, the movement itself would not be able to
expand. Not much would have been accomplished if networks did
not believe in themselves and what they were doing.
Even with this confidence, there were still many challenges to
mobilization. While strategizing with organizations and governments,
many networks within the Environmental Justice Movement were
finding that they were having to compromise their mission in order to
get funding. This is not inherently positive or negative. It simply
depends on what the network wants and what they find important. In
many federal grants, environmental justice was being framed
completely different than the movement framed it. Environmental
justice activists framed environmental protections as a right to be
protected by the state and can pursue change through regulatory and
policy protections.20 However, many of the environmental justice
grant programs emphasize individual lifestyle change and voluntary
agreements with industries. Environmental justice advocates are
primarily focused on hazard reduction, but most agency grants are
targeting environmental aspects such as adding more green spaces or
installing solar panels; once again, focusing on individual changes.
This caused a rift in the movement. They had to decide if they were
going to compromise so they could get funding for something or refuse
and start from square one.21 Many environmental justice activists and
advocates criticize traditional and mainstream environmental
organizations and the state because of the individual-based approach
and the emphasis of working with industries. Harrison found that
working with industries often resulted in advocates concluding with
different results than their original request; one that was usually in
favor of the industry, thus coopting.22 Negotiations such as these
Robert Bullard, "About Environmental Justice,"
https://drrobertbullard.com.
21 Jill Lindsey Harrison, "Coopted Environmental Justice? Activists’
Roles in Shaping EJ Policy Implementation," Environmental Sociology 1,
no. 4 (2015): , doi:10.1080/23251042.2015.1084682.
22 Ibid.
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cause the original mission of the Environmental Justice Movement to
get lost.
Implementations of the Call to Action
In response to the call to action administered by the United
Church of Christ, there were two momentous political actions that
took place. In 1991, the First National People of Color Environmental
Leadership Summit took place in Washington D.C. The summit set
the standard of environmental justice and what that means for all.
There were 500 people in attendance. Each minority group—African
Americans, Latino Americans, and Native Americans was able to
speak on their own specific issues in their national region. Another
portion of the summit was dedicated to questioning the leadership of
traditional environmentalist organizations such as the National
Wildlife Federation and what role they were really playing. The
largest result from the summit was that they need to continue to work
together. There is strength in numbers. Each group has their own
strategies and connections that could be beneficial to the others. This
summit allowed the groups to not only work on their individual goals
but work on lifting each other up the further they progressed.23
Three years after the summit, environmental justice made it to
the White House. President Bill Clinton signed executive order 12898
that stated all federal agencies must make environmental justice a part
of their missions. They were to address disproportionately high and
adverse human health issues and/or environmental effects in
minority and low-income populations.24 The agencies were ordered to
create an interagency working group. The goal of the group was to
identify areas and coordinate research on the affected areas. The
agencies were also ordered to promote the enforcement of health and
environmental statutes. This section of the executive order is crucial. It
is easy to forget that there were already laws in place to keep these
disparities from occurring but they were not enforced. Clinton also
made a specific section to analyze populations and communities that
rely on fish and wildlife for survival. The purpose of this was to place
D. Alston. "The Summit: Transforming a Movement." Race, Poverty,
and the Environment.
24 William Clinton, Executive Order 12898. February 16, 1994.
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priority on indigenous communities who are perhaps the most
disadvantaged. This executive order was never rolled back so it is still
in effect today. However, President Bush changed the language of it
to say focus on all people regardless of race, ethnicity, class, religion,
etc. This, once again, was an attempt to change the framing of the
movement. This had a negative effect on the Environmental Justice
Movement because momentum was lost in convincing the federal
government that this was an important issue. Some could make the
argument that the policy was not complete erased which is true.
However, this did mean that focusing on racial minority communities
as a priority was lost.
The latest national push for environmental justice was the
Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival in the
summer of 2018. This campaign focused on issue areas of systemic
racism, war economy, poverty, and ecological devastation. The
campaign had marches and protests all over the nation to push for
justice in these issues. The focus of environmental justice was from the
perspective of native and indigenous communities. The group
discussed how their lands have been destroyed, their housing is poor,
and their water is dirty. They explained how important nature and
environment are to their culture, economy, and survival. This
supports the reason why President Clinton wanted to focus on
indigenous people in his executive order.
Omaha’s History and Present
Omaha was not exempt from environmental inequalities.
Those inequalities happened all over the nation. Like many other
major cities in the United States, Omaha has a racist housing
background. In the 1940s, the United States federal government
created the Home Owners Loan Corporation (HOLC). The goal of this
corporation was to decide what areas were worth investing in. The
whiter the neighborhood, the better. Those areas had nicer homes,
nicer schools, and more funding. They were marked on the map with
an A in green and declared “best”. Areas that the city did not want
people living in were declared as “hazardous” and marked on the
map with a D in red, thus the term “redlining”. Redlined areas were
the housing districts for black, Latino, and poor white people. These
were the only areas that they were allowed to live.
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This is the map of Omaha’s housing districts in the 1940s. This map is
important because it displays how race was divided in the city and it
can be compared to how the city is set up today. This ties back to
racial formation. This is necessary to understand how African
Americans and Latino Americans ended up in North and South
Omaha, respectively, and near most of the environmental hazards in
the city.
Perhaps Omaha’s greatest and most known environmental
hazard was the lead smelter. The lead smelter was in Omaha for over
125 years on the riverfront of the Missouri River. The site expanded 27
square miles.25 There was a point in time that this lead smelter was the
largest in the world. The environmental impact it had on Omaha was
significant. It was originally owned by Omaha and Grant Smelting
and Refining Company from 1870 to 1889 until it was taken over by
The American Smelting and Refining Company, Inc. (ASARCO) from
1889 to 1997, when the smelter was finally demolished.26 In 1998, the
EPA collected lead samples from residential yards in Omaha. About
one out of three residential yards have lead in the soil at
concentrations above the health-based limit of 400 parts per million
(ppm).27

25https://cumulis.epa.gov/supercpad/SiteProfiles/index.cfm?fuseact

ion=second.Cleanup&id=0703481#bkground
26 https://northomahahistory.com/2016/04/18/a-history-of-leadpoisoning-in-north-omaha/
27https://cumulis.epa.gov/supercpad/SiteProfiles/index.cfm?fuseact
ion=second.Cleanup&id=0703481#bkground
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This smelter was located along the Missouri river, in
Northeast Omaha. This location could easily contaminate the water,
the air of North and South Omaha, along with the soil.
From 1968 to 1988, North Omaha experienced significant
displacement. The City of Omaha planned to build a new highway
that would connect other Nebraskan cities to Omaha. This highway
would plow straight through North Omaha. Despite much outcry and
protest from North Omaha’s residents, the city went through with the
plan. The North 75 Highway was born at the expense of people losing
their homes, their neighborhood and their sense of community. These
are just a few of the many environmental inequalities that North and
South Omaha have experienced.
North and South Omaha has spent decades living with
environmental hazards in each community. It would be nice to
expand upon what networks were doing during these times but
unfortunately, there are very few records of what happened. This is
shown in the archival research. Storytelling plays a significant role in
learning the impact of each of these hazards. Many families in North
and South Omaha have been residents for generations. Families and
community members take the time to explain the hazards of the past
and how they are still affecting them now. Several of these stories
have been shared with the organizations that were interviewed.
Archival Research
With these environmental inequalities gaining national
attention and the Environmental Justice Movement beginning
approximately at the same time, Omaha’s press started paying
attention. Omaha is home to two newspapers: Omaha Star and
Omaha World-Herald. Omaha Star is the black-owned newspaper
that distributes primarily in North Omaha. Omaha World-Herald is
the primary newspaper of the Greater Omaha area. Archival research
was conducted to see who was talking about environmental justice in
Omaha and when this was taking place.

69

18
14
9
5
0
1990-1994

2000-2004
Omaha World-Herald

2010-2014
Omaha Star

This chart displays the data of which newspapers were discussing
environmental justice as a topic.
The very first mention was in the Omaha World-Herald, but
this particular article did not discuss the issue. They simply used a
quote from Rev. Jesse Jackson stating that it is an issue, in a
compilation of other quotes about the environment (Omaha WorldHerald). The first article that discussed environmental justice in detail
was from the Omaha Star. This article, written in 1991, stated that the
First National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit was
taking place a week later (Omaha Star). For many years, Omaha Star
took the lead in educating the Omaha area on environmental justice.
Omaha World-Herald did not discuss environmental justice as a
concept or an issue until 1995. In this article, Creighton University
was highlighted as the place where the state EPA speaker came to the
university to speak on environmental justice. Throughout the Omaha
World-Herald, Creighton University was a part of the environmental
justice topics several times. This ties back to the role that academia
plays in educating other communities on environmental justice. As
environmental justice became a more mainstream concept, Omaha
World-Herald took surpassed Omaha Star on discussing
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environmental justice. The last mention of environmental justice in
Omaha newspapers was in 2017 by the Omaha World-Herald.
Omaha’s Environmental Justice Movement Network
For the final portion of this research, it was necessary to
understand what has been done to make efforts toward
environmental justice in Omaha. As previously stated, most
Environmental Justice Movement networks began with grassroots
organizations. Omaha is no exception. I chose Omaha Healthy Kid’s
Alliance to begin with for the interview process. From previous
knowledge, I knew that they had done environmental justice work. To
ensure that this was true, a screening process occurred by going
through the organization’s website to see if the mission of the
organization included environmental justice or related terms. From
there, an interview was set up with the organization. Background
information was given to the organization at the beginning of each
interview so they understood what this research entailed. Listed
below are the background information and the interview questions
(See appendix).
The interview questions were given to the organizations
before the interviews were conducted upon request. The questions
were set up in a manner that would help connect the organizational
dots that are Omaha’s Environmental Justice Movement network.
Each organization that was mentioned by the interviewed
organization as one that they have worked with was considered to be
a part of Omaha’s Environmental Justice Movement network. Omaha
Healthy Kids Alliance (OHKA) was the first organization to be
interviewed. Their mentions of other organizations allowed for the
expansion of Omaha’s Environmental Justice Movement network and
for more interviews to be conducted.
This research is crucial for understanding how far Omaha’s
Environmental Justice Movement network expands and in what areas
of environmental justice are the organizations focusing on. Beginning
with OHKA, this organization does believe that their work is
contributing to environmental justice. They believe that Omaha has
environmental injustices that need to be corrected. Their focus is
substandard housing in Omaha and homes with high counts of lead.
OHKA conducts home assessments and lead hazard evaluations.
They also have educational programs regarding lead for those who
would like more information on the issue. OHKA began in 2006 as a
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response to the EPA’s instruction to begin Omaha’s recovery from the
lead smelter from the years before. They have been a pillar in the
North and South Omaha communities. When prompted, OHKA listed
organizations that they have worked with as part of a coalition,
projects, or organizationally. Their list led to the next two interviews.
Omaha Together One Community (OTOC) is a faith-based
organization that focuses on several issue areas that have action
teams. One of the action teams covers the topic of the environment.
While OTOC does not explicitly classify their work within the
environment action team as environmental justice, they do
understand some of their work in other areas, such as housing, can be
considered environmental justice. The housing action team has
worked to get rid of a fixed fee for energy in homes and on better
housing standards overall. OTOC stated their work in the
environment action team is more focused on climate change but the
way they reach people to care about these issues is unique. They
connect to larger audiences by giving scientific, human, and faith
perspectives. This allows their institutional partners to proceed with
their work in a way that best suits their mission. OTOC is an example
of how organizations, such as churches, play an important role in
reaching larger audiences.
The final group that was interviewed was Omaha Tenants
United (OTU). OTU focuses on correcting below-standard housing in
Omaha by confronting the landlords directly. OTU does not speak
about their work as environmental justice but they do understand that
it can be considered that. OTU states that some of the issues of
substandard housing are mold, lack of hot water, and electrical issues.
They understand that these are all considered to be environmental
injustices.
Each connection that was made between organizations and
those that we were given by organizations comprised what is
Omaha’s Environmental Justice Movement network. Based on that
information, a visual of the network was created. Below is Omaha’s
Environmental Justice Movement network
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This network is not the entirety of Omaha’s network. These
are just the connections that were made during this research. One
aspect that is important to note is how prominent housing
organizations are in this network. Throughout the literature of
environmental inequalities and the Environmental Justice Movement,
social scientists place a great deal of importance on neighborhoods
being affected, which of course included homes. In the history of
Omaha, lead significantly affected homes as well. This why most
organizations in this network are housing organizations rather than
environmental organizations. It seems that organizations that are
focused on the environment are primarily looking into climate
change, similar to the OTOC environment action team. This shows
that many organizations and perhaps the greater population still
perceives the environment as the natural world. It also could explain
that organizations are more focused on macro-level problems like
climate change rather than an issue that comprises micro, mezzo, and
macro level issues like environmental justice. Focusing on climate
change rather than environmental justice also speaks to the issue of
what organizations and the general population finds important.
Throughout the time of climate change becoming a severe issue,
environmental justice has been considered to be less of an issue. While
both issues of environmental justice and climate change are
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significant, one should not lose momentum because another issue
becoming more popular.
Conclusion
The Environmental Justice Movement is important because of
the implications that correcting these injustices can have on so many
other issues. Environmental racism is just one way that racism
continues to persist in our society. Rectifying these injustices can
improve the health and the quality of life of multiple racial minority
communities. As long as organizations continue to reassure the
importance of the Environmental Justice Movement, Omaha’s
network along with the hundreds across the nation will not fail.
During the interviews, each organization was asked, “Are there any
other environmental justice issues that your organization thinks the
city of Omaha or organizations should be focusing on?”. The
collective list was transportation, lead, access to quality food,
gentrification, housing, meat packing plants, and coal plants. Most of
these were repeated. This shows how prominent Omaha’s
environmental inequalities are and how necessary it is that we keep
this network together.
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Appendix
Interview Questions and Background Information
The information that is collected for this capstone project will be used
to better understand Omaha’s nonprofit and social movement
organizations think about and act on social problems related to the
environment. Environmental sociologists study how environmental
inequalities are historically created and how social movement emerge
to challenge them and what makes those movements more or less
effective. Little formal research has been done to date here in Omaha.
My research will begin to build a history of how environmental
inequalities have arisen here in Omaha and what the social movement
world dealing with them looks like. My questions for you will help
me to describe some of the important environmental inequality
formation processes and which organizations are doing work related
to them.
Does your organization think or talk about its work in using the
concept of environmental justice?
How does your organization define or think about Environmental
Justice?
Would you characterize any of the work your organization does as
contributing to environmental justice? Can you briefly describe the
types of work or campaigns?
What other organizations here in Omaha are doing work contributing
to environmental justice?
Which of those organizations use the concept of environmental justice
in how they talk about their work (internally or externally)?
Have you worked with other organizations on environmental justice
issues? This could include being members of a coalition or partners in
a campaign, project, or informal information sharing.
What is the earliest example of mobilization in Omaha around the
idea of environmental justice you have heard about?
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From the perspective of your organization, what would you say are
some of the biggest environmental justice issues Omaha has dealt
with?
Are there any other environmental justice issues that your
organization think the city of Omaha or organizations should be
focusing on?
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ENACTING PAID FAMILY AND MEDICAL LEAVE
POLICY: A QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS ACROSS THE
AMERICAN STATES
Kathleen Bever
Creighton University

Introduction
Paid family and medical leave policy is a topical policy debate in the
United States. The Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993 was enacted
as an effort to address the lack of a uniform family and medical leave
policy in the United States, but the legislation only guarantees unpaid
leave as opposed to paid leave. Currently, paid family and medical
leave policy has not been enacted at the federal level. Since the
implementation of the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993, seven
American states—California, New Jersey, Rhode Island, New York,
Washington, Massachusetts, and Connecticut, in addition to the District
of Columbia—have enacted their own versions of paid family and
medical leave legislation.1
American families, employers, and employees are significantly
affected by paid family and medical leave legislation. Almost all
Americans are influenced by paid family and medical leave policy at
some point in their lives, so research on paid family and medical leave
policy can help solve issues that still remain with such policies (or the
lack of such policies). As policy debates regarding paid family and
"State Paid Family and Medical Leave Insurance Laws, June 2019."
National Partnership for Women & Families. June 2019.
http://www.nationalpartnership.org/ourwork/resources/workplace/paid-leave/state-paid-family-leavelaws.pdf.
1
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medical leave policy continue to prompt political dialogue, research can
help legislators produce sound policymaking decisions on the local,
state, and national levels.
Several studies have examined policy diffusion, a central theory
that aids in understanding policy enactment likelihood (Shipan and
Volden 2012, Berry and Berry 1990, Shipan and Volden 2008, and
Nicholson-Crotty 2009); others have looked at various issues related to
family and medical leave policy, such as women’s representation in
government (Kittilson 2008), party composition (Barrilleaux, Holbrook,
and Langer 2002), and the influence of gross domestic product on
national health care expenditures (Fuchs 2013). The research, however,
has yet to combine policy diffusion research with paid family and
medical leave policy research. This study attempts to fill this gap in the
literature by linking these two areas together. Thus, the research
question to be examined is, what influential factors explain the
likelihood of paid family and medical leave policy enactment in the
American states? To answer the research question, this study will a
conduct a formal test of policy diffusion, women’s representation in
state legislatures, party compositions of state legislatures, and state
annual per capita real gross domestic product (in chained 2012 dollars)
to explain influences of the likelihood of enactment of state paid family
and medical leave policies.
Fundamentals and Limitations of Existing Research of Paid Family
and Medical Leave Policy
Existing research examines different components of paid family
and medical leave policy in the American states. There is a lack of a
prominent debate among scholars regarding variances in the enactment
of state paid family and medical leave policies in the American states
because research has focused on other related areas such as women’s
representation (Kittilson 2008), electoral competition with Democratic
majorities (Barrilleaux, Holbrook, and Langer 2002), and the influence
of gross domestic product on health care spending (Fuchs 2013). The
lack of a central debate signals the importance of the current research
that examines explanations for likelihood of enactment of paid family
and medical leave policy in the American states.
The examination of a particular policy field—in this case, paid
family and medical leave in American states—is rooted in policy
diffusion theory. In fact, Shipan and Volden write in their 2012
examination of policy diffusion, “…[U]nderstanding policy diffusion is
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crucial to understanding policy advocacy and policy change more
broadly.”2 However, while diffusion is a good explanation for many
policies, there is a lack of previous literature on diffusion in relation to
paid family and medical leave policy enactment. Research on policy
diffusion is fundamental to the current research examination because it
can aid in developing a broader understanding of how and why
policies spread in addition to the research question at hand, which
examines likelihood of the enactment of state paid family and medical
leave policies.
Shipan and Volden define policy diffusion as “one
government’s policy choices being influenced by the choices of other
governments.”3 Berry and Berry fundamentally add to the myriad of
policy diffusion research in their examination of state government
innovation, citing a solid framework for understanding policy
diffusion.4 According to Berry and Berry, two factors exist: internal
determinants (such as the economic, social, and political characteristics
of a state) and regional diffusion (which refers to the influence of a
nearby state’s legislation on another state’s legislation).5
First, adding to the body of policy diffusion literature, Shipan
and Volden’s 2008 study examines mechanisms of policy diffusion
through an analysis of antismoking laws between 1975 and 2000 using
data from the National Cancer Institute’s State Cancer Legislative
Database (SCLD) and the American Nonsmokers’ Rights (ANR)
Foundation’s Local Tobacco Control Ordinance Database.6 To test their
data, Shipan and Volden use logistic regression and standard Event
History Analysis, finding four mechanisms of policy diffusion:
“learning from earlier adopters, economic competition among
Charles R. Shipan and Craig Volden. "Policy Diffusion: Seven Lessons
for Scholars and Practitioners," Public Administration Review 72, no. 6
(November/December 2012): 788.
3 Shipan and Volden, “Policy Diffusion: Seven Lessons for Scholars and
Practitioners,” 788.
4 Frances Stokes Berry and William D. Berry, “State Lottery Adoptions
as Policy Innovations: An Event History Analysis,” The American
Political Science Review 84, no. 2 (1990): 395-415.
5 Berry and Berry, “State Lottery Adoptions as Policy Innovations: An
Event History Analysis,” 395-415.
6 Charles R. Shipan and Craig Volden, "The Mechanisms of Policy
Diffusion," American Journal of Political Science 52, no. 4 (2008): 840-57.
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proximate cities, imitation of larger cities, and coercion by state
governments.”7 Shipan and Volden’s results show that these
mechanisms of learning, competition, imitation, and coercion are
significant in the process of policy diffusion, adding to a fundamental
understanding of policy diffusion for further policy research.8 Their
most relevant finding for the current study is the probability that a city
will implement antismoking laws increases when the closest larger city
has implemented a similar law.9 This finding adds support to the idea
that a neighboring government can influence the policy enactment of
another government. Shipan and Volden’s findings regarding policy
diffusion on the local level will be applied to the state level in the
present study, as this study predicts that neighboring states with
enacted paid family and medical leave policies will influence similar
policy enactments by other states.
In addition to this work by Shipan and Volden, NicholsonCrotty adds to the array of policy diffusion research through an
examination of the politics of diffusion and temporal diffusion patterns.
He examines the politics of diffusion using data from 57 policies
between 1969 and 2006 and multivariate analysis, finding that the
saliency and complexity of a policy can predict its diffusion rate, and
high-salience low-complexity policies diffuse quicker than other types
of policies.10 Nicholson-Crotty’s findings regarding temporal diffusion
patterns are important to the current research study because it creates a
framework for understanding the temporal characteristics of the
diffusion of paid family and medical leave policies in the American
states.
These studies are important to the fundamental literature of
policy diffusion theory, but policy diffusion literature has not yet
touched paid family and medical leave policy research. Thus, it is
important to utilize literature that has examined family and medical
leave policies with different foci throughout the years. Such literature
can aid in a broader understanding of these policies when it is applied
to policy diffusion theory literature, which is the goal of this study.

Ibid.
Ibid.
9 Ibid.
10 Sean Nicholson-Crotty, "The Politics of Diffusion: Public Policy in the
American States," The Journal of Politics 71, no. 1 (2009): 192-205.
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One important piece of literature has focused on cross-national
examinations of family and medical leave policies. Kittilson examines
the effects of women’s representation in elected offices on family leave
policy across democracies from 1970 to 2000.11 The author uses a crossnational, cross-temporal analysis and she creates a pool-stacked
database for the democracies.12 Kittilson uses two statistical models,
Event History Analysis and time-series cross-sectional; her findings
indicate that women’s representation influences the adoption and
depth of implemented family leave laws.13 Additionally, Kittilson finds
that women’s representation is more significant than party
composition.14 Kittilson’s research is relevant to the current study
because it adds support to the importance of women’s representation in
crafting paid family and medical leave policies, which is examined in
this study.
Barrilleaux, Holbrook, and Langer examine political parties and
electoral competition in relation to policymaking in the American
states. The authors use cross-sectional state level data from 1973 to 1992
and they apply ordinary least squares in their analysis.15 They note the
debate about Democratic majorities’ influence on the passing of liberal
policies and conclude that electoral competition is an important factor
in the passing of liberal policies.16 This relates to the current study
because it is predicted that a certain party composition—a Democratic
majority, in this examination—of state legislatures will impact the
likelihood that paid family and medical leave laws will exist in the
states. However, Barrilleaux, Holbrook, and Langer focus on the impact
of electoral competition on the passing of liberal policies by Democratic
majorities, which is not examined in the present study. Nevertheless,
Barrilleaux, Holbrook, and Langer’s research sets a foundational base
Miki Caul Kittilson, "Representing Women: The Adoption of Family
Leave in Comparative Perspective," The Journal of Politics70, no. 2 (2008):
323-34.
12 Ibid.
13 Ibid.
14 Ibid.
15 Charles Barrilleaux, Thomas Holbrook, and Laura Langer, "Electoral
Competition, Legislative Balance, and American State Welfare
Policy,” American Journal of Political Science 46, no. 2 (2002): 415-27.
16 Ibid.
11
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for understanding the impact of party composition in state legislatures
on policymaking.
State economic factors, like annual per capita real gross
domestic product, are considerations for their effects on policies such as
paid family and medical leave policy. While there is a lack of
quantitative research on the effects of annual per capita real gross
domestic product in American states on the implementation of paid
family and medical leave policies, research from Victor R. Fuchs shows
a link between gross domestic product and health care spending in the
United States using data from the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid
Services. Fuchs found support for such a relationship in an examination
of national gross domestic product and national health care
expenditures between 1950 and 2010.17 Fuchs writes that the gross
domestic product grew at about 2 percent each year while health care
spending grew at about 4.4 percent each year between the years of 1950
and 2011.18 Fuchs notes that the correlation is not perfect, but the data
shows a substantial relationship between the two; most sharp increases
and decreases in gross domestic product are accompanied by parallel
changes in health care spending.19 The relationship Fuchs found
between gross domestic product and health care spending helps build a
framework for the current research topic because it shows how
economic growth can lead to health care spending.20 Paid family and
medical leave policy is often grouped within the larger category of
health policy. Fuchs’ examination shows that gross domestic product
can influence health care expenditures, so it provides insight into why
some states prioritize paid family and medical leave policies despite
potential costs required of the state in implementing such policies.21
While the research examinations of Kittilson, Barrilleaux,
Holbrook, and Langer, and Fuchs are important to policy research for
the field of family and medical leave policy, this policy area remains
under-examined. This study seeks to fill in gaps in the literature by
examining the likelihood of states’ enactment of paid family and
Victor R. Fuchs, "The Gross Domestic Product and Health Care
Spending," The New England Journal of Medicine 369, no. 2 (July 11, 2013):
107-09.
18 Ibid.
19 Ibid.
20 Ibid.
21 Ibid.
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medical leave policies in the United States. This study combines policy
diffusion literature (Shipan and Volden 2008) with literature on
women’s representation (Kittilson 2008), party composition
(Barrilleaux, Holbrook, and Langer 2002), and state gross domestic
product (Fuchs 2013). Thus, the present research attempts to conduct a
test of the influences of policy diffusion, women’s representation, state
party composition, and state annual per capita real gross domestic
product (in chained 2012 dollars) on paid family and medical leave
policy enactment in the American states. This research is important for
the broader body of literature regarding paid family and medical leave
policies on the local, state, and national levels.
Predicting Influences on Likelihood of State Paid Family and
Medical Leave Policy Enactment
Based on previous literature about policy diffusion (Shipan and
Volden 2008), women’s representation (Kittilson 2008), party
composition (Barrilleaux, Holbrook, and Langer 2002), and gross
domestic product (Fuchs 2013), four hypotheses are formulated for
analysis in the current study.
First, Shipan and Volden examine the influences of policy
diffusion on antismoking laws on the local level in their 2008 study.
They find that the probability that a city will implement antismoking
laws increases when the closest larger city has implemented a similar
law.22 Although this research focuses on the local level of policymaking,
it contributes to the hypothesis that on the state level, states that
neighbor other states that have already enacted paid family and
medical leave laws are more likely to implement their own paid family
and medical leave laws. Based on Shipan and Volden’s research, this
study predicts that an increased number of neighboring states with
enacted paid family and medical leave laws increases the likelihood of
paid family and medical leave laws in the state.
Second, Kittilson’s examination of the impact of women’s
representation on the adoption and depth of implemented family leave
laws found that women’s representation in lawmaking bodies across
nineteen democracies impacted paid family and medical leave laws.23
Kittilson’s research leads to a prediction that women’s representation in

22
23

Shipan and Volden, “The Mechanisms of Policy Diffusion,” 840-57.
Kittilson, “Representing Women,” 323-34.
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American state legislatures will increase the presence of enacted paid
family and medical leave laws in the states. Rooted in the findings of
Kittilson’s research, this study predicts that increased women’s
representation in state legislatures increases the likelihood of paid
family and medical leave laws in the state.
Third, Barrilleaux, Holbrook, and Langer examine political
parties and electoral competition in policymaking in the American
states. They find that a Democratic majority can influence the passing of
liberal policies if electoral competition is present.24 These findings lead
to the prediction that a Democratic majority in the state legislatures will
increase the likelihood of paid family and medical leave laws in the
state. Based on this research, this study predicts that a Democratic
majority in the state legislature increases the likelihood of paid family
and medical leave laws in the state.
Fourth, Fuchs examines the relationship between national gross
domestic product and national health care spending expenditures. The
analysis shows that there is a significant relationship between the two.25
This examination leads to the prediction that increased state annual per
capita real gross domestic product influences the likelihood of paid
family and medical leave laws in the state. Based on Fuchs’
examination, this study predicts that increased state annual per capita
real gross domestic product (in chained 2012 dollars) increases the
likelihood of paid family and medical leave laws in the state.
Therefore, based on previous literature as discussed, the
current research tests the following four hypotheses:
H1: An increased number of neighboring states with enacted paid
family and medical leave laws increases the likelihood of paid family and
medical leave laws in the state.
H2: Increased women’s representation in the state legislature
increases the likelihood of paid family and medical leave laws in the state.
H3: A Democratic majority of state legislators in the state legislature
increases the likelihood of paid family and medical leave laws in the state.
H4: Increased annual state per-capita real gross domestic product
increases the likelihood of paid family and medical leave laws in the state.

Barrilleaux, Holbrook, and Langer, “Electoral Competition,” 415-27.
Fuchs, “The Gross Domestic Product and Health Care Spending,”
107-09.
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These hypotheses will be tested with further data. In the
following section, the specific data and methods for this test are
elaborated.
Data and Measurements
In order to test the relevant hypotheses, data for one dependent
variable and four independent variables are collected; all variables are
operationalized. All fifty American states are included in analysis;
analysis was clustered by state. State was operationalized as each state
in the United States, measured as 1 through 50. The District of
Columbia, which has enacted its own paid family and medical leave
policy, is excluded from analysis as a result of missing data. Paid family
and medical leave enactment for the year span of 2002 until 2017 is
examined; the year 2002 is chosen because it is the first year a state
(California) enacted a paid family and medical leave policy.26 Since data
regarding state annual per capita gross domestic product for 2018 was
not available at the time of data collection, the year 2017 is the most
recent year for analysis.
The dependent variable, Presence of Paid Family and Medical
Leave Policy, is measured as whether or not the state has implemented
a paid family and medical leave policy in the state legislature. Data was
collected from the National Partnership for Women & Families, which
produced a report of states that have enacted paid family and medical
leave policies. The data provides the years of policy enactment to
supply this study with data for the years of 2002 to 2017. The data is
operationalized as “0” or “1,” where “0” is equal to states that have not
enacted paid family and medical leave laws and “1” is equal to states
that have enacted paid family and medical leave laws. Any state that
has any form of a paid family and medical leave law enacted by the
state legislature is classified as a “1,” meaning that states may have
policies that vary from one another but still fit the classification of paid
family and medical leave policies according to the National Partnership
"State Paid Family and Medical Leave Insurance Laws, June 2019."
National Partnership for Women & Families. June 2019.
http://www.nationalpartnership.org/ourwork/resources/workplace/paid-leave/state-paid-family-leavelaws.pdf.
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for Women & Families. This classification gives the data content
validity because the source uses a standard to define whether or not a
state has enacted a paid family and medical leave law. The theoretical
minimum is zero and the theoretical maximum is one; the observed
minimum is zero and the observed maximum is one. Reliability for this
measure can be tested using the test-retest model, measuring the same
observations throughout a time period. Table 1 shows the tabulation of
the dependent variable. There are 704 observations of no paid family
and medical leave policy enacted in the state and there are 96
observations of paid family and medical leave policy enacted in the
state for all fifty states throughout the years of 2002 to 2017.
Table 1: Paid Family and Medical Leave Variable Tabulation
Paid Family
Frequency
Percent
Cumulative
and Medical
Leave Policy
0
704
88.00
88.00
1
96
12.00
100.00
Total
800
100.00
The independent variables in this study are Neighboring State,
Women’s Representation in the State Legislature, Democratic Majority
in the State Legislature, and State Annual Per Capita Real Gross
Domestic Product. The first independent variable, Neighboring State,
measures the percentage of a given state’s bordering states that have
enacted paid family and medical leave laws. Data for this continuous
variable comes from the same source that provided data for the
dependent variable, the National Partnership for Women & Families.
The data is operationalized as the percentage of neighboring states that
have enacted paid family and medical leave laws relative to a given
state for the examined years. The theoretical minimum is zero percent
and the theoretical maximum is 100 percent; the observed minimum is
zero percent and the observed maximum is rounded to 66.67 percent.
The observed mean is rounded to three percent. This data’s validity
comes from the similarity of Shipan and Volden’s 2008 measure of
policy diffusion using neighboring cities. This data’s reliability can be
measured using the test-retest method in an examination of the
observations over a time period.
The second independent variable, Women’s Representation in
the State Legislature, measures the percentage of women holding
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legislative office seats in state legislatures. Data for this variable comes
from the Rutgers University Eagleton Institute of Politics Center for
American Women and Politics. This source provided data for the
percentage of women holding state legislature seats in all fifty state
legislatures for 2002 to 2017. This data showed that the minimum
percentage of women holding office in the examined states and years
was 7.9 percent and the maximum was 42 percent, with the observed
mean rounded to 23.8 percent. An analysis of the data regarding the
percentages of women holding offices in the state legislatures showed
an average of about 24 percent, meaning that for the states and years
examined, women held roughly 24 percent of legislative seats in state
legislatures on average. This data is then divided into two groups,
creating a nominal variable: the first for data points less than or equal to
the average of 24 percent (operationalized as “0”) and the second for
data points of 24.1 percent or above (operationalized as “1”). The
purpose of this grouping is to examine how lower-than or higher-than
averages of women holding elected seats in the state legislatures affects
paid family and medical leave policy enactment. This data has content
validity, as the percentage of women holding seats in state legislatures
demonstrates women’s representation in state legislatures. This
measure’s reliability can be tested using the test-retest method,
examining observations over time.
The third independent variable, Democratic Majority in the
State Legislature, measures whether or not the state legislature is
comprised of a Democratic majority. Data for this variable comes from
the National Conference of State Legislatures. This source provided
data for the state partisan compositions for all fifty state legislatures for
the years of 2002 to 2017. The data is operationalized as “0,” “1,” “2,” or
“3,” where “0” is equal to no Democratic majority in the state
legislature, “1” is equal to a nonpartisan state legislature, “2” is equal to
a split party composition in the state legislature, and “3” is equal to a
Democratic majority in the state legislature. The observed minimum is
zero and the observed maximum is three. This data has content
validity, as the presence of a Democratic majority in the state legislature
or the lack of a Democratic majority in the state legislature measures
whether or not the state has a Democratic majority in the state
legislature. Reliability for this measure can be tested using the testretest method in an examination of Democratic majorities in the state
legislatures over time.
The fourth independent variable, Gross Domestic Product,
measures the annual per capita real gross domestic product by state in
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chained 2012 dollars. Data for this variable comes from the Bureau of
Economic Analysis of the U.S. Department of Commerce. This source
provided data for annual per capita real gross domestic product in
chained 2012 dollars for all fifty states for the years of 2002 to 2017. The
theoretical minimum is zero and the theoretical maximum is unlimited.
The observed minimum is $30,827 and the observed maximum is
$79,894 (in chained 2012 dollars). This data has content validity as the
annual per capita real gross domestic product for each state shows the
value of all goods and services in the state’s economy. Reliability for
this variable can be tested through the use of the test-retest method.
Findings and Discussion
The key focus of this empirical study is to identify influential
factors of the likelihood of enactment of paid family and medical leave
policies in the American states. A logistic regression analysis is
performed to answer this research question.
A goodness of fit test shows that the logistic regression model is
correctly classified at 88.62 percent. This means that 88.62 percent of the
variance of the independent variables is correctly classified by the
model. The log pseudolikelihood is -182.2937. One independent
variable, Democratic Majority, is significant at the 99.9 percent level,
and one independent variable, Gross Domestic Product, is significant at
the 99 percent level, meaning that a Democratic majority in the state
legislature and increased state annual per capita real gross domestic
product are significant predictors of the likelihood of paid family and
medical leave policy enactment in the American states. The logistic
regression model supports two of the four hypotheses based on the
significance of the independent variables Democratic Majority and
Gross Domestic Product. Thus, the following alternative hypotheses are
accepted and the null hypotheses are rejected:
H3: A Democratic majority of state legislators in the state legislature
increases the likelihood of paid family and medical leave laws in the state.
H4: Increased annual state per capita real gross domestic product
increases the likelihood of paid family and medical leave laws in the state.
Since the independent variable, Democratic Majority, is
considered significant in the logistic regression model, a margins test
further explains its impact. The marginal effects show that states with a
Democratic majority in the legislature have about a 27 percent chance of
enacting a paid family and medical leave policy. Additionally, states
with a legislature that is split along party lines have about an 11 percent
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chance of enacting a paid family and medical leave policy. The results
of this margins test demonstrate the nature and role of partisanship in
American state legislatures. When the state legislature’s composition is
split along party lines, the chances of paid family and medical leave
policy enactment is only about 11 percent, whereas when one party
dominates the legislature (the Democratic Party, in this case), likelihood
of enactment more than doubles. Tendencies toward partisanship are
evident in today’s political environment, and these results indicate that
partisanship in state legislatures can influence paid family and medical
leave policy enactment. The results of the logistic regression test and
the marginal effects test show that legislatures with Democratic
majorities are significantly more likely to pass paid family and medical
leave policies. If the party compositions of state legislatures are
continually split along party lines in the future, there is a smaller
likelihood of paid family and medical leave policy enactment by the
states compared to when there is a Democratic majority in the
legislature. The margins test for this independent variable is important
for building a further understanding of its significance in predicting the
likelihood of a state’s enactment of paid family and medical leave
policies.
Analysis also showed that increased state annual per capita real
gross domestic product influences the likelihood of paid family and
medical leave policy enactment. Similar to the variable Democratic
Majority, a margins test for Gross Domestic Product further explains its
significance. The marginal effects show that when a state’s annual per
capita real gross domestic product is between $40,000 to $50,000 (in
chained 2012 dollars), there is about an 8.8 percent chance of paid
family and medical leave policy enactment. When a state’s annual per
capita real gross domestic product is between $50,001 and $60,000 (in
chained 2012 dollars), the likelihood of enactment increases to about 21
percent. When a state’s annual per capita real gross domestic product is
between $60,0001 and $70,000 (in chained 2012 dollars), the likelihood
of enactment increases to about 37 percent. Finally, when a state’s
annual per capita real gross domestic product is between $70,0001 and
$80,000 (in chained 2012 dollars), the likelihood of enactment is about
50 percent. The results of the margins test further support the key
finding that increased state annual per capita real gross domestic
product increases the likelihood of paid family and medical leave
policy enactment. As state annual per capita real gross domestic
product increases, likelihood of enactment increases. These results
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emphasize the importance of state economic factors, such as gross
domestic product, on state policymaking.
Table 2: Determinants of Paid Family and Medical Leave Policy Enactment
Likelihood for 2002 to 2017, Clustered by State
Model 1
Independent Variables
Neighboring State

-.0399(.0383)

Women’s Representation

-.6634(.7781)

Democratic Majority
Gross Domestic Product

1.8311(.5009)***
.0001(.0000)**

Constant
N
Log Pseudolikelihood
Correctly Classified

-12.8892(3.0981)
800
-182.2937
88.62%

***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05
Table 3: Marginal Results for Democratic Majority
Variable
Estimated Effect

95% Confidence
Interval

Democratic Majority
Split Party
11% (.073)
Composition in the
State Legislature
Democratic Majority
27% (.084)**
in the State
Legislature
***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05

-.030 - .258
1.079 - .4355

Table 4: Marginal Results for Gross Domestic Product (in Chained 2012
Dollars)
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Variable

Estimated Effect

95% Confidence
Interval

GDP to $0
GDP to $10,000

0% (.000)
.1% (.001)

-.001 - .001
-.002 - .003

GDP to $20,000

.2% (.003)

-.004 - .009

GDP to $30,000

.8% (.009)

-.009 - .025

GDP to $40,000

2.8% (.018)

-.008 - .064

GDP to $50,000

8.8% (.033)**

.023 - .154

GDP to $60,000

21% (.073)**

.069 - .355

GDP to $70,000

37% (.114)**

.142 - .589

GDP to $80,000

50% (.140)***

.226 - .776

Gross Domestic
Product

***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05
The significance of the independent variable, Democratic
Majority, supports previous literature by Barrilleaux, Holbrook, and
Langer, which examined political parties and electoral competition in
relation to policymaking in the American state legislatures. One of their
findings suggests that electoral composition is an important factor in
the passing of liberal policies.27 The results of the current study support
this finding, as a Democratic majority in the state legislature is a
significant predictor of the likelihood of paid family and medical leave
policy enactment in the American states.
The significance of state annual per capita real gross domestic
product supports prior literature by Fuchs, which examined the
relationship between gross domestic product and national health care
expenditures. Fuchs finds that typically, a change in gross domestic
product has a parallel movement in health care spending.28 This finding
Barrilleaux, Holbrook, and Langer, "Electoral Competition,
Legislative Balance, and American State Welfare Policy,” 415-27.
28 Fuchs, “The Gross Domestic Product and Health Care Spending,”
107-109.
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correlates to the finding of the current study that increased state annual
per capita real gross domestic product increases the likelihood of paid
family and medical leave policy enactment. When gross domestic
product is higher, the likelihood of paid family and medical leave
policy enactment increases. Paid family and medical leave policy,
which is often grouped under a larger category of health care policy, is
positively correlated to state annual per capita real gross domestic
product. Thus, the results of the current study support Fuchs’ findings
about the relationship between gross domestic product and health care
expenditures.
The remaining two variables, Neighboring State and Women’s
Representation, are not significant predictors of the likelihood of paid
family and medical leave policy enactment in the American states. The
insignificance of these variables proves to be at odds with previous
literature from Shipan and Volden’s 2008 examination and Kittilson’s
study. Shipan and Volden’s policy diffusion research contributed to the
hypothesis that a state’s likelihood of paid family and medical leave
policy enactment would be influenced by a neighboring state’s
enactment or lack of enactment of a similar policy. The results of the
current study, however, suggest that policy diffusion is not influential
in paid family and medical leave policy enactment likelihood. This
contradicts the theory of policy diffusion. However, it is important to
note that Shipan and Volden focus on antismoking policies enacted by
city governments and the policy diffusion to other city governments,
while the present study examines state policymaking. This may or may
not account for the difference in results. Regardless, the question
remains, does policy diffusion apply in certain policy areas, such as
anti-smoking laws in Shipan and Volden’s 2008 study, but not others,
such as paid family and medical leave policy? Policy diffusion theory at
large should not be discounted by the results of the research, but a
further explanation of the lack of policy diffusion significance on paid
family and medical leave policy enactment likelihood in the American
states, as identified by this study, is necessary.
Kittilson’s literature on women’s representation in legislatures
also is not supported by the results of the present study. Kittilson found
that women’s representation influences the adoption and the depth of
family leave policies.29 Furthermore, Kittilson finds that women’s
Kittilson, “Representing Women: The Adoption of Family Leave in
Comparative Perspective,” 323-34.
94
29

representation is more significant than party composition, which
contradicts the findings of the current study, which show party
composition to be significant and women’s representation to be
insignificant.30 Since none of the variables were highly correlated, it is
unlikely that multicollinearity is responsible for the conflicting results.
However, three potential reasons for the difference in results exist. First,
Kittilson focuses on maternity and childcare leave, while the present
study focuses specifically on paid family and medical leave. The
policies that Kittilson studies vary slightly from the policies that are
commonly enacted in the American states regarding paid family and
medical leave. Kittilson, therefore, is examining slightly different
policies, which may account for the differences in results. Second,
Kittilson examines policy enactment by democracies at large using a
cross-national analysis, while the present study focuses on state-level
policy enactment. The varying levels of analysis may influence the
differing results. Third, Kittilson examines a different time range (1970
to 2000) than the current study (2002 to 2017). The differing time ranges
in the two studies could account for the conflicting results, as well.
These potential explanations may help explain the varying results;
regardless, the present study finds that women’s representation in
American state legislatures is not a significant predictor of paid family
and medical leave policy enactment likelihood.
The findings at large show that a Democratic majority in the
state legislature and increased state annual per capita real gross
domestic product are significant predictors of the likelihood of paid
family and medical leave policy enactment by states. These results are
significant for the field of paid family and medical leave policy
research, as they contribute to a framework for understanding why
some American states have enacted paid family and medical leave
policies. However, the present study is limited by a number of factors.
A lack of available data for some potential independent variables such
as public opinion by state did not allow for analysis. If data is made
available, further research should attempt to examine the significance of
public opinion on paid family and medical leave policy enactment
likelihood. The present study is also limited by the small number of
states that have enacted paid family and medical leave policies; more
states with enacted policies would allow for stronger analysis because
of additional data. If more states enact paid family and medical leave
30

Ibid.
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policies in the coming years, researchers should attempt to answer the
same question in the future for a more complete understanding of paid
family and medical leave policy enactment likelihood in the American
states. Future research may also consider running a rare events model
on the data, since the instance of a state’s enactment of paid family and
medical leave policy can be considered a rare event, as this study
showed that for all fifty states for 2002 to 2017, there were only 96
observations of paid family and medical leave policy enacted by a state
(compared to 704 observations of no such policy enacted). Other future
examinations should look at policy diffusion and women’s
representation in an attempt to understand why, despite previous
literature, these variables were not significant influences in the
likelihood of paid family and medical leave policy enactment in the
American states.
Conclusion
Paid family and medical leave policy debate remains a topical
policy debate in American politics today. With the lack of a federal
policy that guarantees paid family and medical leave for Americans, a
number of states have enacted their own versions of such a policy. To
explain the likelihood of such policy enactment in the states, the current
study examined policy diffusion, women’s representation, party
composition, and state annual per capita real gross domestic product.
The key findings are a Democratic majority in the state legislature and
increased state annual gross domestic product are significant predictors
of the likelihood of paid family and medical leave policy enactment by
the state. Further examination of the party composition finding showed
the prevalence of partisanship in American state legislatures and the
influence it has on paid family and medical leave policy enactment
likelihood. This study contributes to the broader genre of literature
because it provides support for two predictors of paid family and
medical leave policy enactment in the American states, deepening our
understanding of policymaking in this policy area. Further research
that examines other variables, such as public opinion, would benefit the
research topic, and a test of the data using a rare events model may be
beneficial. Another attempt at analysis may benefit the research topic
once more states have enacted paid family and medical leave policies.
Finally, further research can examine policy diffusion and women’s
representation in their lack of significance in the likelihood of paid
family and medical leave policy enactment in the states, as determined
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by this study. Through the current and future studies, scholars can
better understand paid family and medical leave policy enactment in
the American states and the state policy-making process at large.
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Appendices
Appendix 1: Summary Statistics of Variables
Variable
Obs.
Mean
Std. dev.
Paid Family
800
.12
.3251648
and Medical
Leave Policy

Min.
0

Max.
1

State

800

25.5

14.4399

1

50

Neighboring
State

800

2.564538

7.635966

0

50

Women’s
Representation

800

.47125

.499485

0

1

Democratic
Majority

800

1.46

1.365918

0

3

Gross
Domestic
Product

800

49,576.69

9,523.834

30,827

79,894
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Appendix 2: Correlation Results Among Variables
Paid
State
Neig Wome Democrati
Fami
hbori n’s
c Majority
ly
ng
Repres
and
State entatio
Medi
n
cal
Leav
e
Polic
y
Paid Family 1.0000
and Medical
Leave Policy
State

.0896

1.0000

Neighborin
g State

.0103

0.0360

1.000
0

Women’s
Representat
ion

.1908

0.2491

.2411

1.0000

Democratic
Majority

.3687

0.1299

.1185

.3625

1.0000

Gross
Domestic
Product

.3469

0.0635

.1303

.2201

.1684
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Gross
Domestic
Product

1.000

Codebook
Dependent Variable
Paid Family and Medical Leave Policy
0 = No Paid Family and Medical Leave Policy Enacted in the State
1 = Paid Family and Medical Leave Policy Enacted in the State
Independent Variables
Neighboring State
Possible Range: 0% - 100%
Observed Range: 0% - ~66.67%

Women’s Representation
0 = State Legislature has 24 percent or less female legislators
1 = State Legislature has 24.1 percent or more female legislators
Democratic Majority
0 = No Democratic Majority in the State Legislature
1 = Nonpartisan Legislature
2 = State Legislature Split Along Party Lines
3 = Democratic Majority in the State Legislature
Gross Domestic Product (in Chained 2012 Dollars)
Possible Range: 0 - infinity
Observed Range: $30,827 – $79,894
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IMPACT OF MENTAL AND PHYSICAL
ILLNESS IN THE HIRING PROCESS
Abby Smith, Jenna Ampulski, Nashib Farooqi, and Sarah Jacober
Creighton University

One of the most common experiences of adulthood is that of work.
Arguably, the most challenging part of work is the hiring process, even
for adults without a mental illness. However, for individuals with a
history of mental illness, obtaining meaningful work can be even more
challenging (Diska & Rogers 1996; Gouvier, Systma-Jordan, & Mayville
2003). This discrepancy in hiring practices is often due to the negative
stigma that persons with mental illness face (Baert, De Visschere,
Schoors, Vandenberghe, & Omey 2016; Feldman & Crandall, 2007; Link,
Phelan, Bresnahan, Stueve, & Prescosolido 1999; Rüsch, Angermeyer, &
Corrigan 2005). Stigma against mental health disorders deepens the
struggle of such individuals in obtaining a job. In addition to
individuals with mental illnesses having difficulty in obtaining a job,
persons with a physical disability also report challenges in the hiring
process (Bjelland, Bruyere, Von Schrader, Houtenville, RuizQuintanilla, & Webber 2010; Gouvier, Sytisma-Jordan, & Mayville
2003). Clearly, the presence of an impairment negatively impacts such
individuals in the hiring process. However, it is unclear if there is a
difference between individuals with a mental disorder and physical
disabilities in the hiring process when all factors are controlled. The
present study aims to explore whether there is a difference in hiring
rates for applicants with a physical disability, for applicants with a
mental illness, and individuals with no disclosed impairment.
The literature shows that individuals with mental and physical
disorders are viewed negatively in the hiring process. Diska and Rogers
(1996) found that employers varied widely in their attitudes towards
hiring people with a mental illness. Through developing the Employer
Attitude Questionnaire, the study analyzed several factors that
contributed to hesitations employers held in hiring employees with
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psychiatric illnesses, including symptomology, work performance,
administrative concerns, and work personality. Results indicated
significant differences in attitudes of hiring applicants who disclosed a
mental illness when compared to applicants with no illness disclosed,
such that employers had more concerns with applicants who had a
mental illness. They also found that employers who had existing
employees with a mental illness had less concerns with hiring a new
employee with a mental illness, indicating that familiarity aided the
removal of the stigma of those with mental health concerns. However,
Scheid (2005) found that often employers will hire individuals with
mental illness for fear of legal repercussions rather than because they
believe it is the right, moral thing to do.
Compared to mental illness, Gouvier, Sytsma-Jordan, & Mayville (2003)
found that the presence of a disability also negatively impacted such
individuals in the hiring process. However, when different disabilities
were compared, applicants with a chronic mental illness were rated
more negatively than applicants with a physical disability
(developmental disability, back injury, or closed head injury) across all
categories: interpersonal skills, job performance, negative evaluations,
and employability rating summary score. This indicates that while
applicants with any disability were viewed negatively in the hiring
process, applicants with a mental illness were viewed even more
negatively than their counterparts with a physical disability.
One of the reasons accounting for such a discrepancy in the
hiring process is stigma against mental illness. Corrigan, Markowitz,
Watson, Rowan, & Kubiak (2003) found that respondents viewed
persons with mental illness with fear and anger, and blamed them for
the onset of their mental illness. These reactions decreased helping
responses and increased discriminatory actions towards individuals
with a mental illness. A similar study conducted by Link, Bresnahan,
Stueve, and Pescosolido (1999) showed that while the general public
recognizes the presence of mental illness, stereotypes of dangerousness
and a desire for social distance from such individuals exists. Stigma was
found to be especially prominent in individuals who had also been
incarcerated. A study by Batastini, Bolanos, and Morgan (2014) found
that psychoeducation regarding mental illness and criminal history
appeared to reduce stigma against individuals with a criminal history
but not for those with a mental illness, indicating that the stigma
against mental illness is rooted especially deeply. A study by Cook,
Razzano, Straiton, and Ross (1994) found that while there are concerns
in the hiring process when hiring individuals with a mental illness,
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these concerns were not problematic in the long term after the
individuals were hired. This indicates that some of the initial concerns
of employers in the hiring process may not actually be cause for
concern in the long-term. Nonetheless, this belief persists across
employers and negatively affects applicants with a mental illness in the
hiring process. However, this perception of dangerousness seems
unlikely to affect applicants with a physical disability, as they may
simply not be viewed as a threat.
The aim of the present study was to examine what role mental illness
plays in the hiring process. The impact of mental illness was compared
to the presence of a physical illness to further investigate whether this
difference in hiring decisions extended to individuals with physical
illness. Furthermore, it was predicted that individuals with a mental
illness would have a significantly lower rate of hiring compared to
individuals with a physical illness due to the stigma surrounding the
presence of mental illness.
Method
Participants
Participants were 75 undergraduate students of both sexes from
a private Midwestern university. One participant failed to complete the
manipulation check, bringing the final sample size to 74. Participants
received partial course credit in their Introductory Psychology class.
Procedure
After being seating in the laboratory in the Psychology
Department, participants read the consent form and basic instructions.
Participants were asked to assume the role of a hiring manager and
were given job application materials, including a job description,
resume, and job application. The job selected was in human resources
because this job requires working with other people and technical skills.
Participants were randomly assigned to one of three experimental
conditions: evaluating a job applicant with a disclosed physical
disability (epilepsy), evaluating an applicant with a disclosed mental
illness (Bipolar disorder), or to a control condition in which no physical
or mental illness was disclosed in the application. Bipolar disorder was
chosen as the mental illness condition because Bipolar disorder is often
considered one of the more serious mental illnesses with which most
participants may be familiar. Epilepsy was chosen because it is a
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neurological condition that most participants would be familiar with. In
each condition, participants received the same generic job description
along with a job application and resume. The applicant was made to
look highly qualified for the job. All factors were held constant across
conditions except for the disclosure of the physical or mental disability
at the bottom of the job application for the corresponding experimental
conditions. After participants reviewed the materials for 10 minutes, all
materials were collected. Next, participants completed an adapted form
of the Employer Satisfaction Questionnaire (Diska & Rogers 1996) and
asked if they would hire this applicant. There were 39 items in the
original study, but only 20 items of most interest to the researchers and
relevance to the study were used in this study. On a scale from 1 (not a
concern) to 5 (great concern) for an employer when hiring an employee,
subjects assessed multiple items in the areas of symptomology, work
personality, administrative concerns, and work performance. Sample
items include “maintaining emotional stability,” “getting along with
coworkers and supervisors,” “being accepted by the public or
customers,” and “possessing adequate problem-solving skills.” Finally,
all participants were given a manipulation check to ensure the
disclosure was seen. This check asked participants to recall if the
applicant disclosed a disability and if one was disclosed, if the disability
was mental or physical.
Results
Employer Attitudes Assessment
The means and standard deviations for employer attitudes are
shown in Figure 1. To test the hypothesis that individuals with a mental
or physical illness will be negatively affected in the hiring process, a
one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted. One
participant failed the manipulation check and was thus excluded from
all analyses. All results replicated regardless of whether or not this
participant was included in the analyses. Results indicated that there is
a significant difference in employer attitudes towards applicants who
disclosed having a mental illness (M = 3.73) when compared to
employer attitudes toward individuals with a physical disorder (M =
4.09) and the applicants who did not disclose a disability (M = 4.06; F(2,
71) = 4.467, p = 0.02). Post-hoc analyses revealed that employer
attitudes towards subjects in the mental illness condition significantly
negatively differed from employer attitudes towards subjects in the
physical illness condition (p = 0.009), and that employer attitudes
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towards subjects in the mental illness condition significantly differed
from employer attitudes towards subjects in the control condition, (p =
0.018). Thus, results of the present study lend support for the
hypothesis that individuals with mental illnesses are negatively
affected in the hiring process.
Subscales of the Employer Attitude Questionnaire
The Employer Attitude Questionnaire assessed attitudes
toward symptomology, work personality, administrative concerns, and
work personality. Further analyses were conducted to determine if
there was a significant difference between mental illness, physical
disability and the control on these subscales. The means and standard
deviations for the subscales are shown in Table 1. Least significant
difference (LSD) tests were conducted for the mental illness condition
within the subcategories of the Employer Attitude Questionnaire. For
the Symptomology category, results from the mental illness condition
indicated significant differences between the physical condition (p
<0.001) and the control condition (p = 0.002). In the Work Personality
category, the results from the mental illness condition differed
significantly from the physical illness condition (p < 0.001). In the
administrative concerns subcategory of the Employer Attitude
Questionnaire, results from the mental illness category differed
significantly from the control condition (p = 0.003). For the Work
Performance category, there was no significant difference between the
conditions.
c
Table 1
Means and Standard Deviations for Subcategories of the Employer Attitude
Questionnaire across Conditions
Physical
Mental
Control
Symptomology

3.93 (0.56)

3.30 (0.53)

3.81 (0.55)

Work
4.53 (0.44)
4.01 (0.59)
4.20 (0.43)
Personality
Administrative
3.76 (0.58)
3.54 (0.61)
4.03 (0.46)
Concerns
Work
4.15 (0.60)
4.01 (0.59)
4.21 (0.65)
Performance
Note: Main effect of mental condition, p=.05. Lower scores indicate more
negative attitudes on the Employer Attitude Questionnaire.
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Overall Hirability
A Chi-Square Test of Independence was conducted to test
whether hirability decisions varied as a function of conditions. The
relationship between variables was nonsignificant, X2 (2, N = 76) = 0.47,
p = 0.788. These results indicate that subjects across all conditions were
biased towards hiring the applicant, indicating no difference in hiring
decision patterns across conditions.
Discussion
The findings of this study present evidence that the presence of
a mental illness negatively affects applicants in the hiring process if
such an illness is disclosed. Results indicated significant differences in
employer attitudes when comparing applicants with a mental illness to
those with a physical disability or none indicated, such that applicants
with a mental illness were viewed more negatively than other
applicants. Further analysis of the subscales of the Employer Attitude
Questionnaire (EAQ; Diska & Rogers 1996) revealed significant
negative differences in the categories of symptomology, work
personality, and administrative concerns. While there was no
significant difference in the hirability of an applicant with a mental
illness compared to an applicant with a physical disability or no
disability indicated, the results of the overall EAQ and its subscales
indicate that there are significant negative attitudes that exist when
employers are evaluating job applicants with a mental illness. This
indicates that while employers are not outwardly discriminating
against individuals with a mental illness, they still hold negative
attitudes of such applicants. These attitudes could impact the rankings
of applicants in the review process and indirectly impact hiring.
However, these negative attitude toward applicants did not extend to
applicants with a physical disability. There was no significant
difference between applicants in the physical disability condition and
the control condition, yet there was still a significant difference between
applicants with a mental illness and applicants with a physical
disability. These findings indicate that it is not simply any impairment
that hinders an applicant in the hiring process, but specifically a mental
illness.
The present findings are consistent with previous research on
the hirability of individuals with a mental illness (Diska & Rogers 1996;
Gouvier, Systma-Jordan, & Mayville 2003) that demonstrate that such
individuals have difficulty obtaining meaningful work. This particular
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study fills an important gap in the literature by directly contrasting the
presence of a mental illness with both a physical illness and a control
condition. This additional element clarifies that the presence of a mental
illness greatly negatively impacts applicants with a mental illness far
more than other applicants without a mental illness.
Limitations and Future Research
While significant effects were obtained in this study, there were
a few limitations. The main limitation of this study was the small
sample size. While significant effects were still obtained with the
limited sample size, future research would certainly benefit from a
larger sample size from which results could be more generalizable to
the population. Another limitation of the study was that there was no
demographic information obtained from participants. A breakdown of
age and gender would clarify if the results obtained varied as a function
of such demographic information. A final limitation of the present
study is that since the sample was obtained with undergraduate
students, it is unlikely that significant number of them had experience
hiring employees, thereby limiting the study’s generalizability.
Future lines of research could explore whether the hirability of
persons with a mental or physical illness varies depending on the
illness disclosed. It is unclear with our data if the results obtained
reflect the hirability of persons with any mental illness or physical
disorder or only Bipolar disorder or epilepsy. With the large range of
both mental and physical illnesses that exist, there could be a range of
responses from employers in hiring applicants with such disorders.
This study could also be replicated with employers who have
experience with the hiring process, which would generalize the study to
the wider population.
While the stigma against mental illnesses seems to be shrinking
in recent years, the results obtained in this study indicate that
individuals with a mental illness remain at a clear disadvantage in the
hiring process. While employers are not outwardly discriminatory in
that they will not hire the applicant, they still hold prejudicial attitudes
toward such individuals. Changes are needed at the cultural level to
mitigate such attitudes from negatively influencing applicants in the
hiring process in still subtle ways.
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AN EXPLORATION OF RACIAL BIAS IN
MEDICAL STUDENTS’ PAIN PERCEPTIONS AND
TREATMENT DECISIONS
Jessica Hack
Creighton University

Health disparities among various racial and ethnic groups are prevalent
in the United States, in part because racial and ethnic minorities often
receive substandard medical treatment compared to White patients (for
a general review, see Smedley et al.). One such disparity is in the
treatment of pain for Black and White patients. The experience of pain
is a major determinant of one’s quality of life and effectively treating
pain can substantially improve that quality of life.1 Research has
consistently shown, however, that pain assessment and pain treatment
are often poorer for racial and ethnic minorities in comparison to nonHispanic Whites (for general reviews of this area of research, see
Cintron and Morrison, as well as Green et al.). For example, in a
retrospective study of pain treatments for 99,903 U.S. veterans, Black
patients were significantly less likely to receive a prescription for
opioids than were White patients.2 Disparities in pain perception and
treatment are found across all medical settings, such as postoperative
care and emergency medicine, as well as across various types of pain
associated with both acute and chronic illnesses.3 To make matters
worse, there is evidence that minority groups actually have a lower
pain threshold, lower pain tolerance, and higher pain ratings than
White people (for a general review of this research, see Rahim-Williams

Niv and Kreitler, “Pain and quality of life,” 155.
Burgess et al., “Racial differences in prescription of opioid analgesics,”
451.
3 Green et al., “The unequal burden of pain,” 288.
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et al. and Kim et al.). Thus, members of racial minority groups appear
to suffer pain more severely yet are treated for pain less aggressively.
Health professionals and social scientists have been exploring
possible explanations for why the racial disparity in pain treatment
exists. For example, pain treatment disparities may exist due to racial
stereotypes and faulty biological beliefs held by medical professionals.
In a study by Hoffman et al., over half of the 222 medical students and
residents they studied accepted as true at least one faulty statement
regarding biological differences between Blacks and Whites, including
Black individuals having less sensitive nerve endings and thicker skin
than White people.4 Moreover, the medical students and residents who
held these faulty beliefs subsequently showed a racial bias in that they
judged the pain of Black individuals to be less than the pain of White
individuals.5 This study reveals the effects of racial stereotypes on pain
perception and treatment, which contributes to the persistent
undertreatment of Black patients in the United States.6 In addition to
biologically-based stereotypes, false beliefs regarding the life hardships
faced by racial minorities can distort pain perceptions. Specifically,
many individuals believe that hardship leads to toughness (“what
doesn’t kill you, makes you stronger”), and toughness leads to greater
pain tolerance. As a result, minority groups who are assumed to have
more life hardships are assumed to have a greater pain tolerance.7 In
this study, we attempt to replicate existing research on differences in
medical students’ perceived pain tolerance and pain sensitivity of Black
and White individuals. We expand upon prior research by examining
perceptions of pain tolerance and pain sensitivity for other racial and
ethnic minority groups. Additionally, more sensitive measures are used
to judge pain tolerance and pain sensitivity than in previous studies.
Previous research has examined differences in the prescription of
narcotics (opioids) for pain treatment in Black and White individuals;
however, no research has been conducted to examine the manner in
which the treatment is administered. We examined two decisions in
regard to treatment: which treatment for postoperative pain was given
(narcotic vs. non-narcotic) and how that treatment was delivered
(patient-controlled vs. other-controlled). Patient-controlled treatments
Hoffman et al., “Racial bias in pain,” 4299.
Ibid.
6 Ibid.
7 Hoffman and Trawalter, “Assumptions about life hardship,” 492.
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are defined as any mechanism by which the patient can self-administer
small doses of pain medication. Other-controlled treatments are defined
as traditional methods of dispensing pain medication in which the
timing and amount of medication is under a medical professional’s
control. Patient-controlled treatment is one of the most effective pain
control methods, and patients report less pain and higher satisfaction
when given this option.8 Consistent with previous research on this
topic, we hypothesize that participants will judge racial minorities to
have a higher pain tolerance and lower pain sensitivity and will be
more likely to choose a non-narcotic method of pain control. No prior
research has examined racial disparity in pain medication delivery, but
research does show that patient-controlled treatment is most effective.6
Lastly, we will examine how the extent of medical training influences
survey responses and treatment decisions.
Method
Participants
Participants were 89 medical students (39 men, 50 women) at a
private Midwestern university who were compensated with a raffle
entry for a cash prize. Participants ranged from 23 to 32 years of age (M
= 25.5, SD = 1.49). Of the participants, 15.7% of the students completed
one year of medical school, 37.1% completed two years, 33.7%
completed three years, and 13.5% completed at least four years of
medical training. All participants were United States citizens, and 76.4%
were White, 11.2% were Asian, 2.2% were Hispanic, 1.1% were Black,
and 9.0% were other/multiracial.
Materials and Procedure
Each participant received a survey under the guise of
evaluating their knowledge and perceptions of health disparities across
racial groups. The survey contained items intended to measure their
perceptions of various racial groups relating to health-related behaviors
and attitudes, as well as pain tolerance, pain sensitivity and
susceptibility to certain medical conditions. The particular items of
interest in this section included two questions regarding pain tolerance
McNicol, Ferguson, and Hudcova, “Patient controlled opioid
anesthesia.”
8
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and pain sensitivity of several racial groups. Participants were
specifically asked “What is the pain tolerance (i.e., the level or amount
of pain a person can tolerate or endure without requiring relief) for the
average member of each of the following groups?” Their responses
ranged from 1 (much lower than average) to 7 (much higher than
average). The racial and ethnic groups of interest included American
Indian/Alaska Native, Asian, Black/African-American, Hispanic/
Latino, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and White/Caucasian. Using
the same scale, participants also rated each of these groups with regard
to pain sensitivity and were specifically asked “What is the pain
sensitivity for the average member of each of the following groups?”
We noted that high sensitivity means very little stimulation is required
before a sensation is experienced as painful, whereas low sensitivity
means a great deal of stimulation is required before a sensation is
experienced as painful. The midpoint of these scales was a value of four
and was specifically labelled as being the same as the national average.
The final section of the survey included a description of a
hospitalized male patient who had undergone orthopedic surgery for a
femoral fracture incurred during a car accident. All participants
received the identical description of the patient and the accident, but
half of the participants received this passage with a traditionally White
name (Mr. Jake Olson), while the other half received the description
with a traditionally Black name (Mr. Darnell Washington). The patient
was described otherwise as in good general health, not taking any
prescription medications, and having no contraindications for
treatment options used for acute pain. Participants were asked to
choose a method of pain control for the patient, some of which were
patient-controlled narcotic treatments (e.g., drug delivered via a
patient-controlled intravenous pump), while others were othercontrolled narcotic treatments (e.g. oral narcotic pill), as well as nonnarcotic options (e.g. oral anti-inflammatory pill or hot/cold
compresses).
Results
Medical students perceived significant differences in pain
tolerance across the six racial and ethnic groups included in our survey,
F(5, 440) = 20.88, p < .001. As indicated in Table 1, participants
consistently judged White individuals to have a below average level of
pain tolerance while racial minorities were consistently judged to have
an above average level of pain tolerance. We conducted a planned
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contrast that indicated that participants judged Whites to have lower
pain tolerance compared to the five racial minority groups, F(1, 88) =
54.12, p < .001. As expected, perceived pain sensitivity showed the
opposite pattern. Medical students perceived significant differences in
pain sensitivity across all groups F(5, 440) = 12.45, p < .001.
Additionally, planned contrast revealed that Whites were judged as
significantly more pain sensitive in comparison to all five minority
groups F(1, 88) = 23.64, p < .001.

We next examined participants’ treatment decisions for the
scenario we posed to them to determine whether there was a difference
in treatment for Black and White patients undergoing acute
postoperative pain. We first examined whether there was a difference
in choosing to prescribe narcotic medication or non-narcotic treatment.
As can be seen in Table 2, narcotic drug treatment for acute
postoperative pain was most frequently chosen, but there was no
significant difference as a function of patient’s race, Cramer’s V (N = 89)
= .018, p = .87. Contrary to general findings, we did not find a
discrepancy based on race in the prescription of narcotic versus nonnarcotic treatment. To examine the second question, we only focused on
individuals who chose to give a narcotic medication following surgery.
In this analysis, a function of the patients’ race emerged. As can be seen
in Table 3, the patient-controlled narcotic treatment option was chosen
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significantly less often for Black patients than for White patients,
Cramer’s V (N = 58) = .291, p = .027. For both judgments of pain
tolerance and pain sensitivity, as well as for the treatment decisions we
asked the medical students to make, the number of years of medical
training they had completed had no significant effect. Thus, students
who had received four years of medical training were just as likely to
exhibit these biases as students who had received only one year of
medical training.

Discussion
The findings of this study are consistent with previous research
regarding racial bias in medical treatments towards racial minorities.
As expected, medical students judged Whites to be less pain tolerant
and more pain sensitive, but generally judged minorities to be more
pain tolerant and less pain sensitive. The strength of this effect,
however, varied across minority groups. This effect was particularly
strong for the American Indian, Black/African-American and
Hispanic/Latino groups, and weaker for the Native Hawaiian/Pacific
Islander group. In contrast, judgments of Asians’ pain tolerance and
pain sensitivity were remarkably similar and did not differ significantly
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from average. This exception may be due to different stereotypes about
Asians. For example, Asians may be perceived as more successful and
experiencing less hardship.7 Because of the implicit association with less
hardship resulting in less tolerance to pain, Asians may be viewed as
less pain-tolerant.8 Furthermore, Asians are often perceived as more
feminine than other racial groups.9 This effect may also be due to the
general perception of Asians having lighter skin tones and therefore are
perceived as more similar to Whites than other minority groups.
With regard to treatment options, we found no difference in the
likelihood of choosing narcotic pain medication for Blacks or Whites.
However, our scenario was a situation in which pain was not
ambiguous and where narcotic treatment is considered standard; racial
bias is less likely to emerge in these circumstances.10 Future research
may examine more ambiguous situations, such as in situations of
follow-up visits and chronic pain, rather than immediately following a
surgery. Interestingly, we did find a difference in preferences of
administration method of narcotic medication to the patient. Black
patients were less likely to be given a patient-controlled narcotic option,
whereas White patients were almost always given that option. The use
of self-administered medication is highly correlated with satisfaction
with healthcare and success in managing pain.11 Additional research
should examine this potential heath disparity in pain treatment
delivery in actual patients. Though it is concerning that these future
medical practitioners exhibited these biases, research indicates that
medical education regarding pain management is often poor or
inadequate.12
These pain treatment biases are likely to be implicit and thus
unconsciously affect providers’ judgments and decisions.13 A first step
towards reducing these health treatment disparities is to make medical
providers aware of their implicit biases. To improve medical providers’
understanding of discrepancies in pain and the sociopsychological
Wong et al., “Asian-Americans as a Model Minority.”
Hoffman and Trawalter, “Assumptions about life hardship,” 492.
11 Galinsky, Hall, and Cuddy, “Gendered Races,” 500.
12 Hirsch et al., “The interaction of patient race,” 558.
13 McNicol, Ferguson, and Hudcova, “Patient controlled opioid
anesthesia.”
14 Yanni et al., “Preparation, Confidence and Attitudes,” 262.
15 Zescott, Blair, and Stone, “Examining Implicit Bias,” 530.
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factors that affect pain perception, curricula in medical training can
heighten the awareness of these implicit biases by explicitly addressing
the social and psychological factors that affect pain perception and
treatment. However, awareness alone has not been found to be
sufficient and changing this habit of mind requires acknowledging
these biases and working towards eliminating them.14 Research has
found perspective-taking exercises to be effective with respect to
clinical pain treatment.15 These and other exercises could be
implemented in medical education as well as continuing education
requirements to help medical students and practitioners recognize their
own biases and practice strategies for reducing them. There is no easy
solution to this issue, but by incorporating promising strategies and
continuing to assess their effectiveness, we can move towards greater
equality in health outcomes for all.
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Drwecki et al., “Reducing racial disparities,” 1005.
119

Bibliography
Burgess, Diana J., David B. Nelson, Amy A. Gravely, Matthew J. Bair,
Robert D. Kerns, Diana M. Higgins, Michelle van Ryn, Melissa
Farmer, and Melissa R. Partin. “Racial differences in
prescription of opioid analgesics for chronic noncancer pain in
a national sample of veterans.” The Journal of Pain 15, no. 4,
(2014): 447-455.
Chapman, Elizabeth N., Anna Kaatz, and Molly Carnes. “Physicians
and implicit bias: how doctors may unwittingly perpetuate
health care disparities.” Journal of General Internal Medicine 28,
no. 11, (2013): 1504-1510.
Cintron, Alexei, and R. Sean Morrison. “Pain and ethnicity in the
United States: A systematic review.” Journal of Palliative
Medicine 9, no. 6, (2006): 1454-1473.
Drwecki, Brian B., Colleen Moore, Sandra Ward, and Kenneth Prkachin.
“Reducing racial disparities in pain treatment: the role of
empathy and perspective-taking.” Pain 152, no. 5, (2011): 10011006.
Galinsky, Adam D., Erika V. Hall, and Amy J. C. Cuddy. “Gendered
Races: Implications for Interracial Marriage, Leadership
Selection, and Athletic Participation.” Psychological Science 24,
no. 4, (2013): 498-506.
Green, Carmen R., Karen O. Anderson, Tamara A. Baker, Lisa C.
Campbell, Sheila Decker, Roger B. Fillingim, Donna A.
Kaloukalani, Kathryn E. Lasch, Cynthia Myers, Raymond C.
Tait, Knox H. Todd, and April H. Vallerand. “The unequal
burden of pain: confronting racial and ethnic disparities in
pain.” Pain Medicine 4, no. 3, (2003): 277-294.
Hirsh, Adam. T., Nicole A. Hollingshead, Leslie Ashburn-Nardo, and
Kurt Kroenke. “The interaction of patient race, provider bias,
and clinical ambiguity on pain management decisions.” The
Journal of Pain 16, no. 6, (2015): 558-568.
Hoffman, Kelly M., and Sophie Trawalter. “Assumptions about life
hardship and pain perception.” Group Processes & Intergroup
Relations 19, no. 4, (2016): 492-508.
Hoffman, Kelly M., Sophie Trawalter, Jordan R. Axt, and M. Norman
Oliver. “Racial bias in pain assessment and treatment
recommendations, and false beliefs about biological differences
between blacks and whites.” Proceedings of the National Academy
120

of Sciences of the United States of America 113, no. 16, (2016): 4296–
4301.
Kim, Hee Jun, Gee Su Yang, Joel Daniel Greensplan, Katherine D.
Downton, Kathleen A. Griffith, Cynthia L. Renn, Meg
Johantgen, and Susan G. Dorsey. “Racial and ethnic differences
in experimental pain sensitivity: systematic review and metaanalysis.” Pain 158, no. 2, (2017): 194-211.
McNicol, Ewan D., McKenzie C. Ferguson, and Jana Hudcova. “Patient
controlled opioid analgesia versus non-patient controlled
opioid analgesia for postoperative pain.” Cochrane Database of
Systematic Reviews 6.
Niv, David, and Shulamith Kreitler. “Pain and quality of life.” Pain
Practice 1, no. 2, (2001): 150-161.
Rahim-Williams, Bridgett, Joseph L. Riley, Ameenah K. K. Williams,
and Roger B. Fillingim. “A quantitative review of ethnic group
differences in experimental pain response: do biology,
psychology, and culture matter?” Pain Medicine 13, no. 4, (2012):
522-540.
Smedley, Brian D., Adrienne Y. Stith, and Alan. R. Nelson, editors.
Unequal Treatment: Confronting Racial and Ethnic Disparities in
Healthcare. National Academies Press, 2003.
Wong, Paul, Chienping Faith Lai, Richard Nagasawa, and Tieming Lin.
“Asian-Americans as a Model Minority: Self-Perceptions and
Perceptions by Other Racial Groups.” Sociological Perspectives
41, no. 1, (1998): 95-118.
Yanni, Leanne M., Jessica L. McKinney-Ketchum, Sarah B. Harrington,
Christine Huynh, Saad Amin, Robin Matsuyama, Patrick
Coyne, Betty A. Johnson, Mark Fagan, and Linda Garufi-Clark.
“Preparation, Confidence, and Attitudes About Chronic
Noncancer Pain in Graduate Medical Education.” Journal of
Graduate Medical Education 2, no. 2, (2010): 260-268.
Zestcott, Colin A., Irene V. Blair, and Jeff Stone. “Examining the
Presence, Consequences, and Reduction of Implicit Bias in
Healthcare: A Narrative Review.” Group Processes & Intergroup
Relations 19, no. 4, (2016): 528-542.

121

IMPACTS OF MODERN-DAY MEDICAL EDUCATION
ON TRUST IN THE PATIENT-PHYSICIAN
RELATIONSHIP
Mina Mirzaie
Creighton University

The importance of the patient-physician relationship has
implications not only in healthcare practice, but also in medical
education, where the resulting impacts of what occurs inside
academic medical centers can have ripple effects after medical
training is complete. However, patient-physician trust today seems at
a standstill.1 Patients are turning to health apps or the internet to
discuss their ailments with any available physician, rather than
visiting a local healthcare provider with whom they have built a
relationship over time.2
As described by Blendon, Benson, and Hero, in 1966 73% of
Americans described great confidence or trust in the leaders of the
medical profession, however, as of 2012 only 34% of Americans
reported such sentiment.3 This trend, though not surprising given the
compounding effects of the world being more connected than ever to
a web universe of medical information, will and should impact the
Apfel, R. J., and S. M. Fisher. 1985. To do no harm: DES and the
dilemmas of modern medicine. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 112.
2 Usher, W. 2009. General practitioners' understanding pertaining to
reliability, interactive and usability components associated with
health websites. Behaviour & Information Technology 28 (1): 39-40.
3 Blendon, R. J., J. M. Benson, and J. O. Hero. 2014. Public trust in
physicians — U.S. medicine in international perspective. The New
England Journal of Medicine (371): 1570.
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way students are trained in medical education. Failing to address the
interpersonal, collaborative, and humanistic training of students can
have detrimental impacts on trust within the patient-physician
relationship which has the potential to hold back medical
advancements and health overall. The following shines a spotlight on
modern-day American medical education and the effects the current
model of physician training can have on trust in the patient-physician
relationship. This philosophical analysis and literature-based review
will also consider the practical impact and inequities that result when
at-risk populations express mistrust towards physicians. Finally,
potential remedies for medical education to integrate into their
learning experiences will be identified.
Discussion
I. The Modern Approach to Medicine - Training Based in Technē
The modern approach to American medical practice lacks
psychosomatic unity, meaning physical, spiritual, or mental problems
should not be dealt with in isolation from one another.4 With the void
of psychosomatic unity comes technē, a Greek term that translates to
“craft” or “technical skill.” Thereby, patients today are treated
according to the industrial model as disordered machines, rather than
as complete beings suffering both emotionally and physically.
Therefore, dehumanization and depersonalization of suffering often
coincide with the production-line quality of medicine when it comes
to the care of individuals.5 It is not clear whether viewing individuals
as disordered machines leads to medical training focused on the
technical skill of diagnosing and treating symptoms, or the model of
modern medical training leads to individuals being viewed as
disordered machines. However, the overarching outcome is current
medical practices that seem to lack the compassion necessary for the
humanistic craft of a professional model of healthcare practice.

Antoniou, S. A., G. A. Antoniou, F. A. Granderath, A. Mavroforou,
A. D. Giannoukas, and A. I. Antoniou. 2010. Reflections of the
hippocratic oath in modern medicine World J.Surg.(34): 3078-9.
5 Ibid., 3075.
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Flawed from the Onset
Medical training and education for thousands of medical
students every year begins with the heralded ritual of the White Coat
Ceremony. In this ceremony, students are tasked by medical
education institutions with the prospective challenge of virtuously
caring for others by reciting the Hippocratic Oath. However, as
Russell states, the White Coat Ceremony turns healthcare provider
trust into an entitlement given by the medical education institution to
the medical student. The purpose of the Hippocratic Oath is, in part,
to establish acceptance by physicians of the responsibility that
coincides their knowledge, yet, rather than trust as the virtue that is
built with each patient during each patient-physician interaction,
physicians medical training has become focused on the technical skill
of diagnosing and treating symptoms as the forefront of student
concerns.6 Therefore, authority and trust from the proverbial get-go of
medical training are poorly distinguished.7,8
Failing to distinguish trust from authority leads to the battle
between the industrial and professional models of modern healthcare.
On the one hand, healthcare can be a machine for profit with a supply
and demand chain that goes on ad infinitum (i.e., the industrial
model). This model can be seen through systems in place today in
America that rely heavily on privatized medical care. On the other
hand, another model of healthcare is the professional model. In this
model, the profit motive is decreased or eliminated, and healthcare is
regarded as caring for the person while doing no harm. In the
professional model, the humane and virtuous attitudes of the
physician are an important and unyielding part of medicine. Modern
medical schools should be schools of virtue to combat and change the

Russell, P. C. 2002. The white coat ceremony: Turning trust into
entitlement. Teaching and Learning in Medicine 14 (1): 56.
7 Michalec, B., and W. H. Frederic. 2013. Stunting professionalism: The
potency and durability of the hidden curriculum within medical
education. Social Theory & Health 11 (4): 388.
8 Russell, 56.
6

124

dehumanizing effect that the industrial model of medicine has had for
so many years.9,10
The Toil and Triumph of Technē Based Medicine
Today, the humanity that comes with healing others is often
lost as students watch their professional elders treat patients with a
default detachment, rather than socializing students to discern when
appropriate detachment is needed. Trust is understood in the
literature as an interaction developed and described sociologically.11
For example, in some emergency situations calm, clear detachment is
needed. However, there are also times when patients may need
physicians to demonstrate connection and vulnerability.12 As asserted
by Dr. Daniel Sulmasy in his book The Rebirth of the Clinic, when
patient suffering is ignored, medicine has lost the subjectivity that
compassion demands and, therefore, has lost the subjectivity of
suffering altogether.13 No longer are physicians socialized and
expected to pose problems to be addressed collaboratively; rather,
they are to solve them using only the technical skills the current
medical education model prepares them to use.14 This preparation,
however, does not include enough opportunities to emulate and
engage in trustworthy processes with patients.

Sulmasy, D. P. 2015. Should medical schools be schools for virtue?
World J. Surg. (15): 514-5.
10 Sharma, N., K. Walsh, G. Myers, and R. Macvicar. 2015. What is the
place of trust in competency- based medical education? Education for
Primary Care : An Official Publication of the Association of Course
Organisers, National Association of GP Tutors, World Organisation of
Family Doctors 26 (2): 63.
11 Shionoya, Y. 2001. Trust as virtue. In Studies in economic ethics and
philosophy. Springer, Berlin, Heidelberg, 3-5.
12 Piemonte, N. M. 2018. Afflicted: how vulnerability can heal medical
education and practice. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 63-96.
13 Sulmasy, D. P. 2006. The rebirth of the clinic an introduction to
spirituality in health care, ed. Inc NetLibrary. Washington, D.C.:
Washington, D.C. : Georgetown University Press, 3-43.
14 Piemonte, 34-50.
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II. Status of Trust in the Patient-Physician Relationship
The myth of Gyges in The Republic establishes the same moral
predicament that medical students and practicing physicians today
face: are persons in the medical profession still doing the right thing
even when no one is watching or aware? Modern medical education,
rooted in skill-based technē, is complicated by the additional need to
socialize and cultivate the social, emotional, and moral character of
future physicians who may have grown up in a Western culture with
low empathy and high self-protectiveness.15 The co-construction of
trust as a virtue within medical education is necessary for a physician
to be considered worthy of trust by a patient.16 When a physician is
applying trust as a virtue, they are neither following a pattern nor
applying a rule. S/he must do the right thing at the right time for the
right reasons, and then follow through with the action that will have
the intended effect of emotional presence, openness to the situational
complexity of the patient, synchrony in communication, mutual
influence, empathy, and perspective taking.17
Plato proposes an apt patient-physician relationship within
Laws that strikes a balance between paternalism and autonomy
through collaboration.18 Within such a relationship, clarity and the
ability of both the patient and physician to work on a plan for clinical
care is a precondition of collaboration and collaborative
professionalism.19 However, as Molenaar et al. discerns, the
development, coaching, and execution of the physician’s technical
judgment dominate the current state of physician preparation, leaving
little room for the development of the physician’s humanist
judgment.20 Thus, the care of the patient devolves into the assessment
Narvaez, D. 2014. The co-construction of virtue: Epigenetics,
development, and culture. In Cultivating virtue. New York, NY:
Oxford University Press, 251-268.
16 Shinoya, 14-25.
17 D’Olimpio, L. 2018. Trust as a virtue in education. Educational
Philosophy & Theory 50 : 193-202.
18 Levin, S. B. 2012. The Doctor–Patient tie in Plato’s laws: A backdrop
for reflection. Journal of Medicine and Philosophy 37: 351-72.
19 Ibid., 351.
20 Molenaar, W. M., A. Zanting, P. Van Beukelen, W. De Grave, J. A.
Baane, J. A. Bustraan, R. Engbers, Th E. Fick, J. C. G. Jacobs, and J. M.
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and evaluation of the individual physician’s technical ability to stave
off symptoms, rather than the collective patient-physician’s
collaborative abilities to achieve better health.
III. Social Disparities in Patient-Physician Interaction Impact Trust
In healthcare, as in other professional fields, discrimination
and prejudice are two behaviors that are highly discouraged.
However, discouragement is not enough. Medical students do not
come to medical education institutions as blank slates, completely
without prejudice, and medical training institutions are not
completely free of systemic discrimination. Therefore, the medical
training model needs to actively work against the perpetuation of
discrimination and prejudice that lead to social disparities in
healthcare outcomes. When it comes to the relationship between
physicians and specific at-risk patient populations, an important
consideration is the level of trust in the patient-physician relationship.
The Silver Lining: Patient Rights
One medical education model that institutions have
attempted to employ to counter discrimination and prejudice among
trainees is to focus on patient rights. On the one hand, medical
education focuses on patient rights through the idea of patientcentered care. Patient rights in medicine are related to three
fundamental aspects; (1) health as a human right, (2) equitable health
care provisions by institutions, and (3) professional relationships
between the healthcare provider and the patient.21 On the other hand,
despite the proposed focus on patient rights and a worldwide push
toward a more progressive understanding of treating all individuals
with an equitable level of care, disparities still exist in who gets access
to and benefits from the technological advances that have been made
in medicine and healthcare. This disparity skews patient-physician

Vervoorn. 2009. A framework of teaching competencies across the
medical education continuum. Medical Teacher, 2009, 31; Vol.31 (5; 5):
390; 390,396; 396.
21 Sulmasy, 20-53.
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trust toward an overall level of distrust of physicians by historically
marginalized, oppressed, and exploited groups.22
Case in Point: A Clear Discriminatory Dilemma
Based on opinion polls on the public trust of physicians,
conducted by Blendon et al., less than half of low-income Americans
agreed that physicians can be trusted.23 Compared to middle and
high-income Americans, low-income Americans expressed more (48%
v 59%) dissatisfaction with medical treatment at their last visit to the
doctor.24
Further, the literature notes that, historically, African
Americans have experienced maltreatment when seeking care.25 As
highlighted by Cuffee et al., in a sample of African-American patients
with hypertension, it was found that racial discrimination was
associated with lower medication adherence.26 Based on Cuffee et al.’s
findings, the lower medication adherence was associated with a lack
of patient trust in their physicians.27 The lack of trust essentially
devolved into a lack of adherence to physician suggestions and
guidance and leads to a vicious cycle of patient-physician mistrust.28
Another at-risk group, the homeless, also have been found to
mistrust physicians due to a history of challenges. Utilizing the
Vulnerable Populations Healthcare Behavior Model (VPHB), O’Toole
et al. found that homeless veterans had various reasons to hold
Sohler, N., L. Fitzpatrick, R. Lindsay, K. Anastos, and C.
Cunningham. 2007. Does patient– provider racial/ ethnic concordance
influence ratings of trust in people with HIV infection? AIDS and
Behavior 11 (6): 884-96.
23 Blendon, R. J., J. M. Benson, and J. O. Hero. 2014. Public trust in
physicians — U.S. medicine in international perspective. The New
England Journal of Medicine(371): 1570-2.
24 Blendon et al., 1560-1572.
25 Cuffee, Y. L., J. L. Hargraves, M. Rosal, B. A. Briesacher, A.
Schoenthaler, S. Person, S. Hullett, and J. Allison. 2013. Reported
racial discrimination, trust in physicians, and medication adherence
among inner-city african americans with hypertension American
Journal of Public Health 103 (11): e55-62.
26 Ibid., e55.
27 Ibid., e57.
28 Ibid., e56.
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distrustful attitudes towards healthcare providers.29 For example,
based on a survey, O’Toole et al. found that poor treatment and
stigma surrounding their socioeconomic ability to pay for care often
hindered homeless veterans from seeking treatment.30 The
unfortunate outcome of mistrust plaguing the patient-physician
relationship is a further hindrance in addressing the health disparities
based on socioeconomic stigmatization.
IV. Embedding Collaborative Professionalism as an Innovative Methodology
Thus far, the problem at hand is apparent: medical
professionals lack in their training the ability to garner the
trustworthy patient-physician relationship needed to do their work.
Based on this presentation of medical education practices and the
cases of patient-physician mistrust documented, it is clear that a
solution, or at least a clearer emphasis on the enrichment of physician
training, if not for all healthcare professionals, is needed. More recent
discussions in the literature concerning a new era of professional
enrichment and collaboration that may be a start to solving the
problem concerning patient–physician trust is related to collaborative
and transdisciplinary professionalism.31
It must be noted that there are academic institutions that are
making improvements to train future physicians in a patient-centered
manner, through which students’ actions and their effects within the
medical setting are evaluated.32 As one study reveals, medical
students in a family medicine clerkship at one academic medical
institution found it beneficial for students to write out their reflections

O’Toole, T. P., E. E. Johnson, S. Redihan, M. Borgia, and J. Rose.
2015. Needing primary care but not getting it: The role of trust, stigma
and organizational obstacles reported by homeless veterans. Journal of
Health Care for the Poor and Underserved 26 (3): 1019.
30 Ibid.
31 Cuff, P. 2013. Establishing transdisciplinary professionalism for
improving health outcomes: Workshop summary. The National
Academies Press, 43-54.
32 Schwiebert, P., D. Cacy, A. Davis, and S. Crandall. 1996. Using
narrative student feedback to evaluate the impact of a family
medicine clerkship. Teaching and Learning in Medicine 8 (3): 158-63.
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on what they had experienced during their clerkship.33,34 The
institution concluded that students’ reflections led to a deeper
understanding of not only the patient-physician relationship, but also
how to earn patient trust and how that trust benefits the patient and
the physician.35,36,37 Achieving a better understanding of the necessity
and value of trust in the patient-physician relationship can be, as
exampled, initiated during medical education through reflective
student exercises.38,39
A Sense of Togetherness
The saying goes, “it takes a village to raise a child.” In the
same way, it takes a team of radiologists, nutritionists, social workers,
nurses, and so many more specialized individuals to aptly care for a
patient to full recovery. When it comes to the concept of collaborative
professionalism, teamwork must have two characteristics for
efficiency: (1) a nature of interdependence and (2) the development of
specialized expertise.40 Not only should the team surrounding a
patient depend on one another for input and collaborative
discernment, but also each individual must present their expertise as a
foundation for any plan of action for a patient. The concept here, per
Racko, is given the name ‘collaborative professionalism.’ Such
systemic interdependence and trust garners for the patient a sense of
cura personalis. The Latin term cura personalis translates as care for the
Levin, 352.
Wong, A., and K. Trollope-Kumar. 2014. Reflections: An inquiry
into medical students’ professional identity formation. Medical
Education 48 (5): 489-501.
35 Levin, 356.
36Wong and Trollope-Kumar, 491.
37 Pellegrino, E. D., D. C. Thomasma, and J. L. Kissell. 2000. The health
care professional as friend and healer: Building on the work of edmund D.
pellegrino. Washington, D.C.: Washington, D.C.: Georgetown
University Press, 1-34.
38 Wong and Trollope-Kumar, 492.
39 Pellegrino, Thomasma, and Kissell, 5-6
40 Racko, G., E. Oborn, and M. Barrett. 2017. Developing collaborative
professionalism: An investigation of status differentiation in academic
organizations in knowledge transfer partnerships The International
Journal of Human Resource Management: 1-22.
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person. By building a team of professionals to uplift patient care
beyond performing rounds and hourly patient check-ins, professional
interdependence in patient care embeds trust more naturally and
intrinsically into the physician armamentarium.
Further, as part of this innovative methodology,
transdisciplinary professionalism encourages positive patientphysician outcomes.41 By encouraging the concepts of collaborative
professionalism at the outset of training for medical professionals in
their medical education, the conceptual schemas of trust and human
care transcend and assert the psychosomatic unity needed in modern
medicine for efficient and trustworthy care by physicians.
Conclusions
Healthcare is currently at a crossroads in the United States.
Trust as a central force in healthcare is key. While there are attempts
by institutions to ‘clear the air’ and train their future healthcare
professionals to avoid social discrimination and prejudice, it is clear
the garnered and heralded notion of ‘doctor knows best’ often takes
precedence, even from the beginning of healthcare professional
training. In addition to deterring patient trust in general, this notion
perpetuates inequities and further places at-risk groups in harm’s
way. This brief exploration of the current system of medical education
and the impact that the modern approaches to medicine has had on
patient-physician trust contributes to the case for improving the
effectiveness of physician preparation. One strategy to introduce more
humanistic and collaborative professionalism considerations into the
medical education journey is to incorporate elements of collaborative,
transdisciplinary, professional education and reflective practices that
prepare future physicians to work collaboratively with patients to
build a trustworthy relationship.

41
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