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DEAR READER,
We are excited to present to you the Spring 2021 issue of the Texas State 
Undergraduate Research Journal (TXSTUR). As former editors and authors for this 
journal, it has been an honor to serve as this year’s managing editors. We anticipate 
TXSTUR to continue to develop further in the years to come and to continue 
featuring the excellent undergraduate research occurring here at Texas State 
University. This year’s publication reflects years of effort toward promoting 
undergraduate research at Texas State. We hope that TXSTUR inspires students to 
believe in their intellectual endeavors and strive to share their research with others.

We would like to especially thank Dr. Ron Haas for his dedication to TXSTUR and 
his mentorship, as well as Dr. Heather Galloway and the Honors College for their 
unending support of the editorial team. We would also like to thank all the 
incredible undergraduate students featured in this issue; we are so proud of our fel-
low Bobcats and the work they have produced. Finally, we thank our editorial board 
and faculty reviewers who worked to ensure quality above all else. The journal 
would not be at the caliber that it is without this collaboration. Because of the 
unusual semester that we have had, we are especially grateful to everyone choosing 
to continue to dedicate their time to the journal amidst a global pandemic. We are 
proud to say that TXSTUR has officially survived the pandemic. This edition of 
TXSTUR demonstrates the range of undergraduate research happening at Texas 
State. With articles ranging from focus on improvement in healthcare to cancel cul-
ture to the immigrant experience, this year’s edition highlights a variety of voices.

We look forward to seeing the new realms of research Texas State students will 
explore in the future and encourage our readers to consider publication of their own 
work in TXSTUR. View our previous publications and find out how to get your 
work published at our Undergraduate Research website, 
txstate.edu/undergraduateresearch/txstur.

SINCERELY,
 KAITLYN BENACQUISTO & CHEYANNE CLAGETT
MANAGING EDITORS, TEXAS STATE UNDERGRADUATE RESEARCH JOURNAL
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BREAKING THE STIGMA OF MENTAL 
HEALTH: 

IMPROVING THE QUALITY OF MENTAL HEALTHCARE 
THROUGH TELEHEATLH AND MEASUREMENT-BASED CARE

BY KIRSTEN KEMP
REVIEWED BY DR. LAWRENCE FULTON

EDITED BY AUSTEN GUZMAN

As the U.S. continues through the COVID-19 
pandemic, it will be important to monitor mental 
health as well as public health. Over the last 10 years, 
rates of mental disorders, suicide, and substance 
abuse disorders are on the rise. With the shift to 
remote care delivery, utilizing technology to 
produce quality mental health care will be crucial. 
This essay emphasizes the need for improvements 
in mental health care in the U.S. To accomplish 
this, implementing measurement-based care 
(MBC) through telehealth will provide patients 
and clinicians with a chance for personalized care 
and treatment. This idea will also expand access to 
underserved areas. Integrating MBC and telehealth 
is an efficient, cost-effective way to improve quality 
of mental health care. This essay will provide 
a discussion for implementation strategies and 

recommendations.

Implementing 
measurement-

based care 
(MBC) through 

telehealth 
will provide 

patients and 
clinicians with 
a chance for 
personalized 

care and 
treatment. 

healthcare,  yet  mental  heal thcare seems 
to drag i t s  feet  (Malekoff ,  2019,  pp.167-
171) .  The 2019 Nation Survey on Drug 
Use and Health found that  adults  with 
any mental  i l lness  (AMI) increased by 
over 20 mil l ion individuals  from 2008 to 
2019.  In 2019,  there were an est imated 
9.5 mil l ion individuals  that  have a mental 
i l lness  as  wel l  as  a  substance abuse disor-
der (SUD) (Substance Abuse and Mental 

Introduction:  A Rising Mental 
Health Cris is

 In  2008,  the Mental  Health Par-
ity and Addict ion Equity Act became a 
law that  af f irms Americans have the r ight 
to heal th-care benefi t s ,  including men-
tal  heal th and substance abuse services . 
Over 10 years  later ,  there are increas ing 
measures  and efforts  being taken to im-
prove the qual i ty and access  to general 
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Health Services  Administrat ion,  2020) . 
In 2018,  suicide was the second leading 
cause of  death for Americans aged 10 to 
34,  and the fourth leading cause for those 
aged 35 to 54.  There were 2.5 t imes the 
number of  suicides  as  there were homi-
cides  this  year as  wel l  (National  Inst i tute 
of  Mental  Health,  2020) .  The most  ef fec-
t ive treatment option for address ing sui-
cidal  ideat ions and behaviors  i s  psycho-
therapy.  This  creates  a  cr i t ica l  need for 
access ible mental  heal thcare in order to 
prevent suicide.

 The demand for adequate men-
tal  heal thcare i s  high within the Unit-
ed States ,  but individuals  s t i l l  face many 
barriers .  Instances  of  barr iers  can include 
high costs ,  long travel  t imes,  s t igma,  and 
even perceived ineffect iveness  of  treat-
ment (Goldberg et  a l . ,  2018) .  People who 
have experienced seeking heal th care for 
their  mental  i l lness  have reported feel ing 
“devalued,  dismissed,  and dehumanized” 
by the profess ionals  with whom they 
come into contact .  Pat ients  have a l so re-
ported not being included in decis ions for 
treatment and “being spoken to or about 
using st igmatizing language” (Knaak et 
a l . ,  2017,  pp.  111-116) .  I t  takes  courage 
to be able to seek help for an i l lness  you 
cannot necessar i ly see.  I f  an encouraged 
pat ient seeking help meets  the barr ier  of 
s t igma,  i t  can result  in the pat ient drop-
ping out of  treatment or even avoiding 
treatment entire ly.

Likewise,  lack of  access  to mental 
heal th care i s  roadblock for individuals 
seeking help.  Over hal f  of  the counties  in 
the United States  have no pract icing psy-
chiatr i s t s ,  psychologists ,  or  socia l  work-
ers .  Rural  areas  are s ignif icant ly af fected 
by the shortage of  heal th profess ionals . 
From 2005 to 2015,  “rural  counties  had 
the highest  est imated suicide rates ,  and 
a l so the largest  increases  over t ime” (Ro-
jas  et  a l . ,  2020,  700) .  Not only i s  physical 
access  a  barr ier  to mental  heal thcare,  but 
the high costs  are as  wel l .  A 12-year-old 

boy from New York,  Timothy O’Clair , 
died by suicide af ter  his  parents  were 
denied insurance coverage for mental 
heal th care.  Timothy’s  s tory highl ights 
why “access  delayed i s  access  denied” 
(Malekoff ,  2019,  p.  168) .  Then access 
and resources  are restr icted,  individuals 
with mental  i l lnesses  wil l  l ikely turn to 
r i sky,  harmful  behaviors  and have high-
er chances of  developing damaging cop-
ing mechanisms.  Negative coping mech-
anisms (e .g. ,  smoking,  poor hygiene or 
eat ing habits ,  lack of  exercise ,  SUD) re-
sult  in destruct ive heal th outcomes. 

These barr iers  to mental  heal th 
i s sues  are fol lowed by a r i s ing mental 
heal th cr is i s  in the United States  be-
fore entering the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Consequently,  the current c l imate of  the 
pandemic has  brought to l ight the neces-
s i ty of  high qual i ty and access ible men-
tal  heal th care.  Let ’ s  uncover how some 
of  the socia l  regulat ions of  COVID-19 
impact  mental  heal th and what i s  being 
done to improve mental  heal th during 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

COVID-19 Impact on Mental Health
 As we entered 2020,  the COVID-19 
virus  spread rapidly.  Due to the swift 
spread and high death rates ,  several  mea-
sures  were implemented to ensure pub-
l ic  heal th and safety in the United States . 
The federal  government suggests  avoid-
ing group gatherings of  more than 10 
people as  a  reduction strategy.  Likewise, 
the Centers  for  Disease Control  and Pre-
vention (CDC) has  recommended l imit-
ing community movement and pract icing 
socia l  dis tancing (Mahmoud et  a l . ,  2020, 
pp.  35-41) .  Wearing a mask in publ ic , 
working from home, remote schooling, 
and reduced capacity l imits  have been 
consequences of  the virus  as  wel l .  I sola-
t ion has  been a key component to safe-
guarding personal  and public  heal th. 
These socia l  regulat ions could tr igger 
mental  heal th problems in individuals 
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who do not suffer  from AMI, as  wel l  as 
worsen the condit ion of  those current ly 
batt l ing AMI.
 The vira l  outbreak has  tr iggered 
mental  heal th problems for some, such as 
anxiety and depress ion.  This  can be de-
scribed as  a  “paral le l  epidemic” (Vigo et 
a l . ,  2020,  p.  681) .  Mental  heal th problems 
can af fect  anyone,  such as  people with 
preexist ing mental  disorders ,  the gen-
eral  populat ion,  essentia l  workers ,  and 
people that  are infected.  Health anxiety 
can range from high to low and was in-
st i l led into individuals  across  the nat ion 
(Nicomedes & Avi la ,  2020,  pp.  14-22) . 
An example of  low health anxiety could 
be the thought that  an individual  can re-
cover from the virus  with no repercus-
s ions;  therefore they do not take recom-
mended heal th precautions.  Contrari ly , 
someone with high heal th anxiety could 
“demand test ing” consis tent ly in fear  of 
catching the virus  (Vigo et  a l . ,  2020,  p. 
682) .  Individuals  who experience high 
heal th anxiety can lead to behaviors  such 
as  overstocking essentia l  goods (e .g. ,  toi-
let  paper) .  Socia l  i solat ion can increase 
s tress ,  i rr i tabi l i ty,  insomnia,  and more in 
those who do not suffer  with AMI.  For 
those who already f ight their  mental  i l l-
ness  or  SUD every day,  socia l  i solat ion 
can worsen their  a lready exist ing strug-
gles .
 Individuals  who suffer  from mental 
disorders  have the potentia l  to become 
more vulnerable during the COVID-19 
cris i s .  The increased l ikel ihood of  smok-
ing or poor physical  heal th could lead to 
these individuals  becoming immunocom-
promised,  which increases  their  r i sk lev-
els  (Centers  for  Disease Control  and Pre-
vention [CDC], 2021) .  Individuals  who 
are l ikely to have both AMI and SUD 
could face an escalated r i sk of  death due 
to socia l  i solat ion protocols ,  because no 
one else  might be present i f  an overdose 
were to occur (Jayasinha et  a l . ,  2020,  pp. 
692-694) .  Intervention programs,  such 

as  Alcoholics  Anonymous and Narcotics 
Anonymous,  thrive off  of  socia l  support 
groups.  Pat ients  with AMI and/or SUD 
may opt out of  their  current treatment or 
be re luctant to init iate treatment because 
there might be a  lack of  service avai labi l-
i ty (Jayasinha et  a l . ,  2020,  pp.  692-694) . 
Our nat ion’s  mental  heal th care contains 
gaps current ly,  but the pandemic could 
be pivotal  i f  we integrate individual ized 
heal th care while  using advancing tech-
nology.  As we have seen,  many socia l 
regulat ions have forced individuals  to 
enhance and uti l ize technology in order 
to communicate between fr iends,  fami-
l ies ,  col leagues ,  doctors ,  etc .  Specif ica l-
ly,  we have seen growing developments 
in te leheal th throughout the pandemic.

Rise of Telemental Health and Its 
Effectiveness

 Telehealth i s  def ined as  “the use of 
te lecommunicat ions to provide heal th in-
formation to care across  dis tance” (Mc-
Cord et  a l . ,  2020,  p.  1061) .  Telemental 
Health (TMH) refers  to the use of  heal th 
information technology (HIT) and com-
municat ion technologies  to del iver re-
mote mental  heal th care.  This  includes , 
but i s  not l imited to,  services  for  evalua-
t ion,  medicat ion management,  and ther-
apy via te lecommunicat ions.  This  del iv-
ery method removes or diminishes  travel 
t ime for pat ients  and providers  by del iv-
ering remote heal th care (Mahmoud et 
a l . ,  2020,  pp.  35-41) .  Under the Corona-
virus Preparedness  and Response Supple-
mental  Appropriat ions Act in 2020,  CMS 
removed key te leheal th requirements 
while  a l lowing psychologists  to contin-
ue services  via  “audio-only te lephones” 
(Owings-Fonner,  2020,  para.  6) .  In ad-
dit ion,  the U.S.  Department of  Health 
and Human Services  waived penalt ies  for 
certain violat ions of  the Health Insur-
ance Portabi l i ty and Accountabi l i ty Act 
(HIPAA) for providers  us ing plat forms, 
l ike Zoom, to treat  their  pat ients .  Bi l l-
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ing Medicare for te leheal th remains the 
same as  i t  would for in-person care.  Also, 
due to s tate regulat ions di f fer ing among 
state l ines ,  APA drafted let ters  offer ing 
partnership with s tate psychological  as-
sociat ions in a l l  50 s tates .  State governors 
responded quickly amidst  the cr is i s ,  re-
sult ing in executive orders  for  te leheal th 
costs  to ref lect  in-person costs  (Ow-
ings-Fonner,  2020) .  With the continuous 
ef fort  to expand te leheal th,  the discuss ion 
of  mental  heal th has  peaked the nat ion’s 
interest . 

Combatt ing st igma of  mental 
heal thcare with public  awareness  wil l 
hopeful ly dissolve s t igma entire ly (Ross , 
2020,  pp.  135-137) .  A meta-analysis  of 
f i f ty-seven  s tudies  publ i shed from 1997 
to 2019 found that  us ing videoconfer-
encing technologies  (VCT) “consis tent-
ly produced treatment ef fects  that  were 
largely equivalent to in-person del ivered 
interventions” (Batast ini  et  a l . ,  2021,  pp. 
1-22) .  In an art ic le  writ ten by Lara Payne 
et  a l .  (2020) ,  the ef fect iveness  of  te lep-
sychology was analyzed.  I t  was conclud-
ed that  te lepsychology “service-users  ci te 
improved access”  and “removed treatment 
barr iers  such as  s t igma around” mental 
heal th (p.  675) .  The nature of  COVID-19 
has  pushed cl inical  areas  of  psychology 
and psychotherapy to implement tech-
nology to reduce the s t igma around men-
tal  heal th and broaden access  of  mental 
heal th care.  Individuals  who struggle 
with AMI may f ind i t  di f f icult  to com-
plete mundane tasks ,  which can result  in 
a  number of  problems.  Considering the 
ease of  access ,  pat ients  with AMI can ob-
tain help without leaving their  home and 
potentia l ly at  any t ime of  the day.  Sim-
i lar ly,  in a  systematic review conducted 
in 2017,  Mostafa  Langarizadeh and team 
(2017) reviewed research art ic les  from 
2000 to 2017 associated with advantag-
es and chal lenges associated with te lep-
sychology.  They concluded that  offer ing 
te lemental  heal th for “mental  services 

improve pat ient sat i s fact ion and reduc-
es  the costs  of  care” (Langarizadeh et  a l . , 
2017,  p.  241) . 

While this  service del ivery process 
seems to be an easy ef f ic ient way to im-
prove mental  heal th,  the implementat ion 
of  te lepsychology remains ineff ic ient . 
A study conducted by Hanneke Kip and 
team (2020) found that  “the implementa-
t ion process  was most ly focused on ski l l 
t ra ining of  therapists”  as  opposed to fo-
cusing on organizat ion,  pat ient  aware-
ness ,  and design of  the technology (p. 
18) .  I  bel ieve that  focusing on pat ient 
awareness  and the organizat ion of  care 
can improve the qual i ty of  mental  heal th 
care.  Implementing evidence-based care 
models  and highl ighting the pat ient ’ s  au-
tonomy treatment planning could result 
in enhanced treatment results .  Specif i-
cal ly ,  in a  measurement-based care mod-
el  there i s  an emphasis  on individual ized 
care and boost ing communicat ion levels 
between pat ient-provider . 

Measurement-Based Care 
 While technology has  the poten-
tia l  to be a  great  resource for improving 
the nat ion’s  mental  heal th cr is i s ,  men-
tal  disorder and suicide rates  continue 
to r i se .  Tarlow’s  (2019) s tudy conclud-
ed that  us ing data from PHQ-9 to assess 
depress ion can be a  predictor for suicide 
ideat ion or mental  disorders  among ar-
eas ,  rather than using geographical ,  age, 
race,  and gender predictors .  The study 
concluded that  51 percent of  individuals 
who struggled with depress ion reported 
thoughts  of  suicide before s tart ing treat-
ment (Tarlow et  a l . ,  2019,  pp.  247-252) .
The pat ient heal th quest ionnaire (PHQ) 
provides  a  brief  depress ion screener with 
nine PHQ items that  assess  mental  heal th. 
This  quest ionnaire i s  a  l icense-free men-
tal  heal th assessment tool  that  i s  used 
widely.  There are many assessment tools 
used for analyzing mental  heal th and sub-
stance abuse.  Using assessment tools  can 
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help providers  determine their  pat ient ’ s 
level  of  acuity quickly,  as  wel l  as  help to 
monitor treatment.  Although i t  i s  hard to 
quanti fy your own feel ings and thoughts , 
us ing this  rapid and easy tool  can provide 
a  c lear  understanding of  the next  s teps 
in your treatment plan.  Peter  Druck-
er,  management consultant ,  notoriously 
said,  “What gets  measured gets  done” or 
improved (as  ci ted in Strachman, 2013, 
para.  1) .

In 2006,  the term measure-
ment-based care (MBC) was devised by 
Dr.  Trivedi .  A review art ic le  by Ahmed 
Aboraya (2018) def ined MBC “in psy-
chiatry as  the use of  val idated cl inical 
measurement instruments  to object i fy 
the assessment,  treatment,  and cl inical 
outcomes…in pat ients  with psychiatr ic 
disorders”  (p.  14) .  These include ef f ica-

cy,  safety,  tolerabi l i ty,  functioning,  and 
qual i ty of  l i fe . 

MBC has three core e lements :  (1) 
continual  monitoring of  pat ient  out-
comes;  (2)  analyzing the data to make 
treatment decis ions;  and (3)  discuss ing 
measurement data with pat ients . 

Uti l iz ing MBC in a mental  heal th 
care sett ing could include creat ing a rou-
tine where regular  assessment of  symp-
toms i s  integrated into decis ion making, 
emphasizing se l f-reported measurements . 
Consis tent ly monitoring symptoms while 
s imultaneously communicat ing with the 
pat ient could pinpoint what mental  i l l-
ness  diagnosis  and plan i s  needed.  Also, 
col laborat ing with a pat ient could pos-
s ibly shed l ight on their  negative cop-
ing mechanisms such as  misusing sub-
stances or poor l i festyle habits .  Due to 

the fact  that  individuals  are unique,  goals 
for  recovering are not one-size-f i t s-a l l . 
By monitoring the data col lected from 
assessment tools  over t ime,  i t  can show 
how wel l  or  poorly the act ion plan i s 
working and i f  any changes need to be 
made.  Using MBC as a  col laborat ive tool 
can potentia l ly improve pat ient engage-
ment,  treatment f idel i ty,  and outcome 
of  treatment.  Giving a pat ient autonomy 
and a safe space to ta lk about their  men-
tal  heal th could result  in individual ized 
act ion plans that  a l ign more c losely with 
their  needs.

The basel ine of  MBC is  pat ient-re-
ported outcomes (PROM) of  symptoms, 
reported by rat ing scale  quest ionnaires 
l ike the PHQ-9. Pat ients  complete these 
quest ionnaires  themselves ,  so i t  requires 
pat ients  to assess  their  own mental  heal th 

and become increas ingly se l f-
aware.  I f  pat ient ’ s  have the 
abi l i ty to monitor posi t ive 
progress ion with their  provid-
er ,  i t  i s  poss ible that  i t  could 
encourage the pat ient to s tay 
on track.  MBC has a l so been 
suggested as  a  method for “de-

tect ing non-response to treatment and 
tai loring treatment to needs of  individual 
pat ients”  (Goldberg et  a l . ,  2018,  p.  1) .  By 
monitoring negative progress ion,  pro-
viders  can make important decis ions with 
their  pat ients  such as  changes in dosage 
of  medicat ion or switching medicat ion 
entire ly.  Pat ient-reported outcomes can 
pave the way for qual i ty improvement 
on a c l inician level ,  as  wel l  as  produc-
ing data for mental  disorders  in order to 
progress  research (Kilbourne et  a l . ,  2018, 
pp.  30-38) .

Considering the fact  that  Medi-
care reimbursements  are dependent on 
pat ient-reported qual i ty of  care,  MBC 
can a l so help “organizat ions a l ign with 
value-based payment models  by provid-
ing data about care qual i ty and pat ient 
outcomes” (Connors  et  a l . ,  2020,  p.  252) . 

Utilizing MBC in a  mental health care 
setting could include creating a routine 
where regular assessment of symptoms 
is integrated into decision making, 
emphasizing self-reported measurements.
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A randomized control led tr ia l  conducted 
by Tong Guo (2015) compared standard 
treatment to MBC in major depress ion. 
Ult imately,  Guo found that  more pat ients 
achieved desired results  in the MBC 
group,  and in less  t ime (pp.  1004-1013). 
MBC has been gaining interest  in mental 
heal th care and has  seen several  ef forts  of 
integrat ion (e .g. ,  Department of  Veter-
ans Affairs ,  Kaiser  Permanente) .

In 2016,  the U.S.  Veterans Health Ad-
ministrat ion (VHA) implemented this 
method of  care into their  nat ional  treat-
ment system for behavioral  heal th.  The 
VHA’s appl icat ion of  MBC highl ights 
the benefi t s  of  the care model ,  as  wel l  as 
emphasizing the areas  that  could use im-
provement.  The VHA also shows how in-
corporat ing technology can support  the 
enrichment of  an MBC model .

MBC in Veteran’s Health 
Administration:  In a  research study 
by Holl iday and col leagues (2020) ,  the 
VHA’s  execution of  MBC was analyzed 
(pp.  211-223) .  The implementat ion in-
cluded 185 cl inics  across  59 s i tes  that 
agreed to pi lot  MBC procedures .  Part ic-
ipat ing s i tes  used at  least  one core MBC 
measure (e .g. ,  PHQ-9) at  the f irs t  pat ient 
encounter .  These measures  were taken as 
often as  seen f i t ,  but  no less  than every 30 
days .  There were no specif ic  execution 
rules  in terms of  what measurement sys-
tem to use or when to ta lk to the pat ient 
about the results .  The data was inserted 
into e lectronic heal th records (EHRs) to 
ensure that  the pat ient and other pro-
viders  had the results .  Twenty-six c l i-
nician-patient dyads were recruited and 
interviewed on their  experience of  us ing 
MBC. The study found that  this  meth-
od of  care provided a more “standardized 
basis  for  discuss ing progress  –or lack of 
progress-- with a given pat ient”  (Hol l i-
day et  a l . ,  2020,  p.  220) .  Holiday found 
that  not a l l  c l inicians had access  to feed-
back systems data because of  a  purchasing 

or l icensing requirements .  Large heal th-
care organizat ions,  l ike VHA, have the 
potentia l  to develop cl inical  benchmarks 
based on their  own data col lect ion.  Hol-
l iday’s  s tudy highl ighted that  due to the 
individual ized method of  care,  the pro-
cess  of  implementat ion dif fers  amongst 
c l inician-patient re lat ionships . 

Comparably,  Ashlee Warnecke 
and El len Teng wrote a  paper on MBC 
in VHA that  was publ ished in 2019 (pp. 
795-804) .  Although research shows the 
posi t ive outcomes of  us ing MBC, in the 
VHA “60% of pat ients  were given a mea-
sure at  least  once” but only few routine-
ly measured (Warnecke & Teng, 2019,  p. 
799) .  Successful ly applying MBC proves 
to be an ef fect ive method of  care,  but 
i t  has  to be properly ut i l ized.  Integrat-
ing MBC into te lemental  heal th (TMH) 
could increase qual i ty and access  of  men-
tal  heal th care.  An art ic le  publ i shed by 
Bradford Felker (2020) ,  of  US Depart-
ment of  Veteran Affairs ,  emphasized that 
despite ef forts  to init iate TMH, few pro-
viders  went on to apply TMH (pp.  26-31) . 
In 2017,  a  two-year training project  on 
te lepsychology was init iated in the VHA. 
Studying post-training results ,  the pro-
vider ’ s  perception of  knowledge,  ski l l s , 
and engagement increased after  training. 
Felker and col leagues (2020) a l so found 
that  Veterans who received te lemental 
heal th care doubled from 5 to 10% (pp. 
26-31) . 

While MBC shows promise for be-
ing an ef fect ive care model  for  those bat-
t l ing AMI, there are areas  that  could use 
improvement.  Applying an MBC mod-
el  through te leheal th could improve the 
qual i ty of  the current mental  heal th pre-
dicament.  Technology holds  the pow-
er to make mental  heal th care eas i ly and 
widely access ible ,  as  wel l  as  enhancing 
the communicat ion levels  between pa-
t ients  and care teams. 

Telemental Health 
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Measurement-Based Care (tMBC)
With the r i se  of  te leheal th due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic,  technology 
can aid the implementat ion of  measure-
ment-based care.  Telehealth can feel  less 
personable due to meeting over a  video 
chat  or phone cal l .  Merging te leheal th 
and MBC can help enhance communica-
t ion levels  to ensure that  pat ient-provid-
er re lat ionships  feel  genuine and amiable. 
Clinical  tr ia l s  that  have incorporated the 
two “have a lready shown init ia l  success 
for  this  model  of  care,  with some evi-
dence that  such services  can at  t imes even 
outperform tradit ional  off ice-based care” 
(Douglas  et  a l . ,  2020,  p.  148) .  A key part 
of  success  of  tMBC is  training.  Training 
providers  on digita l  heal th i s  t ime-inten-
sive but expands the capabi l i ty of  provid-
ing high qual i ty care.  Pat ients  a l so being 
knowledgeable i s  cr i t ica l  for  their  en-
gagement.  Bui lding programs,  l ike Our 
Digita l  Opportunit ies  for  Outcomes in 
Recovery Services  (DOORS),  that  help 
develop technological  “ski l l s  and compe-
tencies  that  have been wel l  received by 
those with ser ious mental  i l lness”  ensure 
that  knowledge of  technology used in 
tMBC on both s ides  of  the pat ient-pro-
vider re lat ionship i s  thorough, poss ibly 
increas ing the l ikel ihood of  s taying on 
track with the treatment plan created 
(Torous et  a l . ,  2020,  p.  3) .
 Another key factor in producing 
tMBC is  the integrat ion of  heal th infor-
mation and communicat ions systems.  A 
systematic review of  s tudies  on tMBC 
found that  technology appears  to be fea-
s ible ,  acceptable and effect ive.  Notably, 
“treatment engagement was a l so en-
hanced with [tMBC]” (Gual-Montol io et 
a l . ,  2020,  p.  18) .  Data science has  s ig-
nif icant ly transformed f ie lds  and can help 
improve mental  heal th care.  EHRs have 
provided the data to produce a lgorithms 
to predict  suicidal  behavior more accu-
rate ly than standard assessments  in c l in-
ics .  These records can a l so predict  pat-

terns predict ing response to treatments . 
A rat ional  fear  of  analyzing big data i s  the 
fact  that  quanti ty of  data often dominates 
the qual i ty of  data .  We can hope that  the 
move to tMBC wil l  “ faci l i tate more accu-
rate recording of  outcomes that  matter  to 
pat ients ,  c l inicians ,  and researchers”  (Si-
mon, 2019,  pp.  349-350) .  I t  i s  important 
to note that  technology can help predict 
success  for  treatment,  but that  does not 
subst i tute the need for the pat ient ’ s  pref-
erence or col laborat ive ef forts  between 
pat ient-cl inician.  In order to successful-
ly take advantage of  MBC through te le-
health,  proper s tructure of  the care model 
i s  very important . 

Structure
 In a  tMBC system, i t  i s  important 
to f ind a way to get  pat ients  to routinely 
ut i l ize the assessment tools  l ike PHQ-9. 
After  the init ia l  te leheal th meeting and 
assessment,  I  bel ieve assess ing a pat ient ’ s 
symptoms once or twice a  month could 
prove to be valuable to both the pat ient 
and provider .  In order to ensure com-
municat ion with the pat ient ,  I  suggest 
scheduling fol low up appointments  to 
discuss  pat ient-reported outcome mea-
sures  (PROMs) and treatment plans .  I  a l so 
bel ieve both pat ient and provider taking 
notes  and making them access ible to both 
part ies ,  can provide a  c lear  understand-
ing on symptoms,  thoughts ,  and feel ings. 
Making past  assessments  avai lable for re-
view on the pat ient ’ s  part  can a l so en-
able them to monitor and visual ize their 
progress .  Communicat ion is  the root of 
MBC and because te leheal th i s  eas i ly ac-
cess ible ,  i t  i s  important to f ind a system 
that  a l lows a pat ient to ut i l ize resources 
other than scheduling appointments  with 
a provider .  Sharing resources  on potentia l 
therapists ,  meetings for substance abuse, 
information on their  diagnosis ,  etc .  in a 
te leheal th system can make i t  eas ier  for 
pat ients  to reach out for help. 
 In a  report  publ i shed by the APA 
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this  year ,  pract ice s trategies  for  enhanc-
ing communicat ion with tMBC were 
suggested (Douglas  et  a l . ,  2020,  pp.  143-
149) .  These include,  but are not l imited 
to:

-  Sending l inks via  text  message/e-
mai l  to complete measures  ( the 
web-based plat form Better  Out-
comes Now was suggested)

-  Ensuring data measured i s  within 
a HIPAA-compliant and encrypted 
secure plat form

-  Sharing feedback with screen shar-
ing to reinforce measure comple-
t ion
Clinicians are recommended to 

implement as  they see f i t  and what feels 
natural .  Many tMBC systems can noti-
fy c l inicians when a pat ient ’ s  symptoms 
are decl ining or i f  a  pat ient  i s  at  r i sk for 
“ increased suicidal i ty or chi ld abuse” 
(Douglas  et  a l . ,  2020,  pp.  143-149) .  Molly 
Howland and col leagues (2019) conduct-
ed a s tudy to assess  the implementat ion 
of  two te lepsychology models  (pp.  1-8) . 
They suggested using a MBC approach 
“that  combines the team environment 
of  col laborat ive care and more intensive 
psychotherapy avai labi l i ty” (Howland et 
a l . ,  2019,  p.  6) .  tMBC could potentia l ly 
improve a l l  levels  of  care when imple-
mented with these recommendations.

Conclusion
 In response to the COVID-19 cris i s , 
te leheal th has  become increas ingly pop-
ular .  As we start  to see the negative con-
sequences of  socia l  i solat ion,  i t  i s  logical 
to prepare for a  “paral le l  epidemic” (Vigo 
et  a l . ,  2020,  p.  681) .  MBC methods have 
proven to be ef fect ive and can be imple-
mented remotely with exis t ing technolo-
gies .  The design of  MBC involves  com-
municat ion between cl inician-patient at 
every step,  a long with recording these 
measures ,  which  can help providers  un-
derstand the pat ient ’ s  goals  and provide 
a  pathway for treatment.  The individu-

al izat ion of  tMBC makes i t  poss ible for 
pat ients  to reach their  personal  recovery 
goals .  Likewise,  the access ibi l i ty of  tech-
nology in an MBC makes communicat ion 
between pat ient and a care team easier 
the achieve.  Technology provides  a  wide 
range of  resources  at  a  pat ient ’ s  f ingert ips 
for  them to help themselves .  On the other 
hand,  technology can help providers  cor-
rect ly diagnose a  pat ient and be a lerted 
of  worsening symptoms or suicidal  ide-
at ions.  Mental  heal th treatment i s  usual ly 
not a  l inear progress ion,  and MBC does 
a  great  job of  being f lexible and empha-
sizing need for change.  Pat ients  having 
this  care model  and resources  at  their  f in-
gert ips  through technology can make a l l 
of  this  eas i ly access ible .  Nonetheless ,  us-
ing a tMBC has shown improved qual i ty 
of  mental  heal th care (Kopelovich et  a l . , 
2020,  pp.  1-11) .  With the promising re-
sults  of  MBC and the r i se  of  te leheal th,  I 
bel ieve further research could help assess 
the future benefi t s  of  tMBC. 

In response to the 
COVID-19 cris is , 
telehealth has 

become increasingly 
popular.  As we start 
to see the negative 

consequences of 
social isolation, it  is 
logical to prepare 

for a 
“paral lel epidemic . ”
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The idea of “absolute” music is central to many debates about what music is and 
which music should be considered beautiful. This essay engages with Mark Evan 
Bonds’s book, Absolute Music: The History of an Idea, to understand the historical 
roots of the term and its philosophical implications and contradictions. By exposing 
issues in the “absolute music” framework, new pathways emerge which synthesize 
knowledge from diverse fields—including sociology, ecology, musicology, and 
psychology—to create a more informed, scientifically grounded, and culturally 
situated perspective on what music is, how it should be treated, and how it might 

be used.
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UP FROM 
ABSOLUTE MUSIC

 The  e f fects  of  music have dazzled 
minds from ancient t imes to the present . 
Despite the ubiquity of  their  subject , 
however,  the task before contemporary 
phi losophers  of  music i s  surpris ingly dif-
f icult .  The deceptive s implici ty of  mu-
s ic  i s  evident in def ining what music i s—
which is  an essentia l  s tart ing point .  I  echo 
Socrates ’  admonit ion in the Meno: that  i f 
a  virtue i s  teachable,  we must  f i r s t  know 
what i t  i s  (Plato,  385/1997a,  p.  880) .  I f 
we are to understand,  create ,  and teach 
music ,  we must  know what music i s .  Set-

t ing the parameters  for  s tudying music 
i s  a  normative process—deciding what i s 
“in” as  much as  what i s  “out” for  ser ious 
scholarship.

So,  what i s  music?  The phi losopher Ste-
phen Davies  (2012) found,  unfortunately, 
that  def init ions of  music are “rarely at-
tempted” and speculated this  was because 
i t  was eas i ly identi f iable (p.  535) .  But, 
while  def init ions l ike “I  know it  when 
I  see i t”  might work for the Supreme 
Court ,  they are unsat i s factory in musico-
logical  scholarship (Mikula & Mabunda, 
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1999,  “Other Opinions”) .  Debates  over 
the essence of  music are many;  howev-
er,  in the Western phi losophical  tradit ion 
this  essence i s  a  key component of  an ob-
ject ’ s  def init ion.  For some of  the t i tanic 
f igures  in this  debate—such as  Hansl ick 
and Wagner—so-cal led absolute music 
held the key.  Mark Evan Bonds (2014) 
describes  absolute music as  the concep-
tion of  “autonomous,  se l f-contained, 
and whol ly se l f-referentia l”  music (p.  1) . 
This  idea i s  necessar i ly and unequivo-
cal ly l inked to the non-verbal  music of 
the orchestra  in Western 
thought.  Orchestra l 
music (as  wel l  as  band 
music and instrumen-
tal  chamber music for 
that  matter)  does not 
require words,  visu-
al  s t imulants ,  or  any 
other extra-musical 
e lement to be enjoyed. 
As an art  form, i t  i s  the 
manifestat ion of  Bonds ’ s  def init ion:  au-
tonomous,  se l f-contained,  and whol ly 
se l f-referentia l .  Put s imply,  i t  i s  music 
boi led down to that  which makes i t  mu-
sic .

Much of  the oxygen in the room is 
sucked up by arguments  over absolute 
music ,  so I  wil l  engage with the history 
and phi losophy of  music as  i t  progressed 
toward and through the concept of  abso-
lute music vis-à-vis  Mark Evan Bonds ’ s 
book (2014) ,  Absolute Music:  The His-
tory of  an Idea.  This  wil l  provide a  ro-
bust  understanding of  music ’ s  essence as 
i t  was understood in the Western tradi-
t ion and offer  contextual ized cri t iques . 
Then,  I  hope,  we can create a  better  and 
more comprehensive path forward.  To 
understand how we arr ived at  “absolute 
music ,”  we should consider how thinking 
about music progressed from antiquity to 
present . 

For St .  August ine (400/1992) ,  mu-
s ic  was something powerful—in a l l  the 

fear-inducing connotat ions that  word 
may convey (p.  207) .  Music purported-
ly gave Orpheus control  over animals , 
which should expose the s tunted,  anthro-
pocentric  def init ions of  music as  unsat i s-
factory (Bonds,  2014,  p.  21) .  More on that 
later .  For Plato and others  (375/1997b), 
the hypnotic ef fects  of  music were so 
immense that  even the s tate should be 
wary of  them (p.  997) .  Later  thinkers , 
undoubtedly hampered by advancements 
in science and phi losophy,  found mu-
sic moving ( in one way or another) ,  but 

perhaps not quite a  s i-
ren-esque enchantress 
worthy of  irrat ional 
fear .  Make no mis-
take,  though—people 
s t i l l  fear  i t .  After  a l l , 
i s  there a  recent gen-
erat ion whose parents , 
upon hearing the new 

music of  a  burgeoning 
youth,  didn’t  dust  off  the 

family Bible ,  phone the parish priest , 
and secure outward-facing locks on their 
chi ldren’s  doors?  The conservat ive im-
pulse i s  perhaps never as  quickly revealed 
as  when i t  i s  exposed to new patterns of 
sound.  But maybe that ’ s  what music i s 
about.  New music and changing musical 
tastes  undercut the idea that  musical  ex-
perience i s  s tat ic  and universa l .

Part  1,  “Essence as  Effect ,”  of  Bonds ’ 
book (2014) introduces the f igures  of 
Orpheus and Pythagoras .  Orpheus was a 
pract i t ioner of  music whose abi l i t ies  to 
enchant even the non-human were men-
tioned ear l ier .  He gained a reputat ion 
exclusively for his  mastery of  musical  ef-
fect .  Pythagoras ,  on the other hand,  was 
more theoret ica l .  He engaged as  a  math-
ematician and phi losopher.  Pythagoras ’ 
contributions in and popular  notoriety 
for mathematics  i s  a l so appl icable in his 
discuss ion of  music ,  which was,  in his 
view, a  manifestat ion of  number.  Accord-
ing to Bonds (2014) ,  the legacies  of  Or-

If we are to 
understand, 
create, and 

teach music ,  we 
must know what 

music is .
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pheus ’  “ef fectualness”  and Pythagorean 
essentia l i ty were mutual ly reinforcing (p. 
17) .  These are excit ing suggest ions that 
no doubt continue to persuade l i s teners 
and analysts ,  but they te l l  only part  of  the 
s tory of  music .  In fact ,  they expose l i t t le 
more than the physics  of  sound and phys-
ical  techniques of  music-making.  Music 
i s  more than this ,  as  Plato and August ine 
made clear  a lready in considering i t s  ef-
fect .

In the middle-to-late centuries  of  the 
last  mil lennium, humanist  thinkers  re-
jected a cosmic s ignif icance of  music ,  but 
maintained the idea of  numerical  repre-
sentat ion in music (Bonds,  2014,  p.  39) . 
During that  period,  f ive considerat ions 
took primacy of  place in considering 
the connection between the nature and 
power of  music :  express ion,  form, beau-
ty,  autonomy, and disc lo-
siveness  ( i .e . ,  music ’ s  abi l i-
ty to disc lose higher truths) 
(Bonds,  2014,  p.  40) .  But 
the abi l i ty to discern any of 
these i s  secondary to musi-
cal  experience.  Here,  mu-
sic exposes  the fata l  f law of 
humanism and reaff irms the necess i ty of 
a  broad def init ion for i t se l f .  Encounters 
with music are often instantaneously im-
press ive,  meaning analysis  fol lows rath-
er than leads in considering music.  Fur-
ther ,  music i s  shared beyond our species , 
where appeals  to “higher truths”  in the 
human sense are obviously absent .

Between 1850–1945,  absolute music 
was conceptual ly formed and subject-
ed to intense cr i t ique.  Most  prominent-
ly,  Wagner insis ted on combining music 
with other art  forms to rect i fy music ’ s  in-
abi l i ty to convey concepts  when present-
ed a lone,  r i l ing the formalis t  sensibi l i-
t ies  of  such thinkers  as  Eduard Hansl ick. 
Hansl ick’s  treat i se  On the Musical ly 
Beauti ful  (1854/2018) explained musical 
beauty in purely musical  terms.  That i s , 
combining i t  with other arts  (and,  thus, 

changing i t s  ef fect)  did not change the 
essence of  music i t se l f .  The implicat ions 
of  Wagner and Hansl ick’s  phi losophies  of 
music had ramif icat ions for pol i t ica l  sen-
sibi l i ty as  wel l .  The r i se  of  real i sm, a  con-
trol l ing school  of  thought in the academy 
to this  day,  encouraged what we might 
now cal l  the intersect ional  paradigm. For 
music ,  that  meant i t s  ef fects  must  be put 
to use to further the community so that 
i t  could cata lyze socia l  reform. Hansl ick 
(1854/2018) ,  often the conservat ive,  dis-
agreed heart i ly .  Relat ing i t  to Bonds ’ s 
def init ion,  music ’ s  beauty and subl imi-
nal i ty (wherein l ies  i t s  power)  i s  se l f-ref-
erentia l ,  not governed by socia l  or  pol i t-
ical  context .

Wagner seems utter ly reasonable in 
suggest ing that  music can’t  convey con-
cepts ,  but i t  does convey something. 

Hansl ick seems equal ly reasonable in 
suggest ing that  the core of  what makes 
music i s  i t s  organizat ional  scheme. But 
organizat ion for organizat ion’s  sake i s 
point less .

These debates  between Wagner and 
Hansl ick were pass ionate and remain 
centra l  to discuss ions of  musical  beauty 
to the present day.  (As of  at  least  2002, 
Peter  Kivy i s  s t i l l  in the business  of  mak-
ing formalism more workable by making 
concess ions about the emotional  expres-
s iveness  of  music in his  books.  See his  In-
troduction to a  Phi losophy of  Music for 
an example. )  Further ,  they ref lect  debates 
within other departments  of  the acade-
my and the evergreen pol i t ics  of  school 
funding,  free speech,  and public ly fund-
ed research that  r ing out any t ime two 
or more legis lators  are gathered.  A prac-

Encounters with music are 
often instantaneously 
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t ica l  musician would do wel l  to think 
about these ideas .  They wil l  inevitably be 
forced to defend them.

So,  what i s  lef t  for  music af ter  these 
warring t i tans?  Everything.  I  would l ike 
to begin sculpt ing a new way forward, 
informed by the emerg- ing subfie ld 
of  ecomusicology.  My reasoning fol lows. 

Many of  the debates  about the essence 
of music—that  which proponents  of  an 
absolute music try to i solate—are argu-
ably more appropriate to the scholar ly 
pursuits  of  psychology,  neuroscience, 
and music theory than phi losophy.  The 
essentia l  e lements  a lready mentioned fai l 
to consider the whole of  what music i s . 
Physicis t s  and music theoris t s  offer  an-
swers  measured in interval l ic  terms with 
musical  or  engineering dress  (e .g. ,  deci-
bels  or  dynamics ;  inter locking frequen-
cies  or major,  minor,  perfect ,  augmented, 
and diminished intervals ;  the pass ing of 
seconds or beats) .  Psychologists  describe 
how it  re lates  to others  ( the feel ings 
evoked by l i s tening) and i t se l f  ( the ton-
al ly moving forms of  Hansl ick’s  pure mu-
sic ,  but without the pseudo-spir i tual i ty; 
in other words,  music theory) .  These are 
important answers ,  no doubt,  but they 
are part ia l .  Their  concern i s  with the sys-
tematic and physical  organizat ion of  mu-
sic a lone or with the ef fects  on humans 
only,  but what some cal l  the essence of 
music l ies  in i t s  rea l-t ime experience.  In 
the end,  essence i s  no longer function-
al .  We cannot dis t i l l  music into anything 
less  than what i t  i s ,  in a l l  i t s  ful lness  and 
mult ipl ic i ty.  We can study how music i s 
used—that  i s ,  i t s  purpose—or components 
of musical  experience,  but this  te l l s  us 
re lat ively l i t t le .

This  las t  point  brings a  big i s sue to 
the fore,  one in which ecomusicology of-
fers  a  re levant cr i t ique.  The idea of  ab-
solute music i s  tenable only with humans 
and human reason at  the center .  I t  takes 
a  narrow view of  music ,  implici t ly as-
sert ing that  only humans make and en-

joy music—at least  as  we know it .  But 
this  logic i s  c ircular .  That i s ,  we baked a 
bias  into how we def ine music which has 
been hindering us ever s ince.  I t  i s  based 
on real i ty-defying notions of  purity and 
the poss ibi l i ty of  an absolute,  neither of 
which ref lect  the ful lness  of  exis tence.  

Ecomusicology,  the s tudy of  “the re la-
t ionship between sound,  nature and peo-
ple or culture,”  can force us  to reckon 
with the breadth of  music by showing 
the ways in which def init ions dependent 
on human reason and experience fa i l  to 
grasp music ’ s  many effects ,  uses ,  and ex-
periences (Beard & Gloag,  2016,  p.  84) . 
Emerging research in zoosemiotics  (ani-
mal  s igns)  supports  the point  that  beauty 
or aesthet ic  judgment i s  not exclusive-
ly human. In The Evolution of  Beauty, 
Richard O. Prum (2017) ,  a  Yale orni-
thologist ,  provides  s tr iking evidence that 
birds  have aesthet ic  sensibi l i t ies .  This 
idea i s  not tota l ly new, as  Prum readi ly 
admits .  I t  comes from Charles  Darwin’s 
The Descent of  Man, in which Darwin 
(1871/2004) expounded on a second 
method of  reproductive choice-making 
(complementing natural  se lect ion) :  sex-
ual  se lect ion.  Prum adapts  this  term as 
“aesthet ic  se lect ion.”  I  was s tunned by 
discuss ions of  paleontological  and f lora l 
exhibits  created by bowerbirds  to attract 
a  mate vis-à-vis  their  aesthet ic  sensibi l-
i t ies .  (Seriously,  read the book.)  I t  had 
never crossed my art i s t ic  mind that  what 
we cal l  art—or consciousness ,  or  romance, 
or  fr iendship for that  matter—could be 
more than human. 

Lucki ly for me,  this  real izat ion co-
incides  with the advent of  a  revolution 
in personal  thought away from the cre-
at ionist ,  man-in-God’s-image,  toward 
an integrated view of  the universe.  That 
i s ,  a  growing acceptance of  what Timo-
thy Morton (2010) cal l s  “ the ecological 
thought.”  Thinking ecological ly requires 
one to recognize the fundamental  con-
nection between al l  things—a universa l 
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ecology.  In l ine with Prum’s  writ ings, 
Morton (2020) suggests  the immense 
s imilar i ty between al l  things we know to 
exist .  Even the human form is  not a  dis-
crete bundle:  micro-ecologies  make the 
s tomach and mouth function,  and indi-
vidual  cel l s  comprise us .  This  thought i s 
gaining tract ion in environmental  man-
agement,  publ ic  pol icy,  urban design, 
architecture,  visual  arts ,  and geography 
(I  should know, being a degree-holding 
geographer) .  Music i s  the odd holdout. 
For a  craft  whose pract i t ioners  are ( in)
famously Left- leaning,  this  i s  s tr iking. 
Musicians look more l ike 
Wil l iam Buckley,  Jr .  than 
the tolerant ,  scienti f ica l-
ly grounded,  progress ive 
image they otherwise cul-
t ivate .  Buckley (1955) ,  a 
founder of  the conservat ive 
magazine,  National  Re-
view, famously described 
a conservat ive as  “someone 
who stands athwart  his to-
ry,  yel l ing Stop,  at  a  t ime 
when no one i s  incl ined to 
do so,  or  to have much pa-
t ience with those who so 
urge i t”  in the magazine’s 
1955 miss ion statement 
(para.  2) .  I t ’ s  t ime for our understandings 
of  music to catch up.

Even in human terms,  what we often 
argue about in music i s  the experience of 
music .  But these debates  often ignore the 
how and why of  our experience.  That i s , 
they ignore the neurological  origins of 
experience.  To discuss  music more appro-
priate ly,  we should integrate our knowl-
edge about what we experience,  which 
i s  often subject ive,  with the neurologi-
cal  machinery responsible for process ing 
the inputs  that  create i t .  Subject ivi ty i s  of 
principal  importance to me and suggests 
the near impossibi l i ty of  creat ing a uni-
versa l ly sat i s factory aesthet ics .  I t ’ s  l ike 
trying to answer Steven Pinker ’ s  (2009) 

tongue-in-cheek quest ion in How the 
Mind Works:  “What i s  i t  l ike to be a  bat?” 
(p.  146) .  How can we ever know? Where 
subject ivi ty i s  l imit ing in one sense,  i t  i s 
the most  expansive in another.  The eco-
logical  thought a l lows us  to co-create 
value together—and to create value a lone. 
This  ecomusicological  project  i s  a lready 
being undertaken by researchers  l ike 
Hol ly Watkins (2018) in her book Mu-
sical  Vita l i t ies ,  where she confronts  the 
biases  that  l imited our understanding of 
music as  something only human, argues 
against  exceptional i sm, and redef ines 

music as  the art  of  poss i-
bly animate things.  This 
i s  only a  beginning.  We 
would be better  research-
ers  i f  we cracked open the 
s i lo door and experienced 
sunshine—perhaps for the 
f i r s t  t ime s ince graduate 
school .

I f  there ’ s  any hope for 
musical  aesthet ics ,  i t ’ s 
found in being more broad, 
more eclect ic ,  and more 
scienti f ic .  This  doesn’t 
mean that  the beauty 
goes away,  but i t ’ s  2021, 
and I  am rightful ly t ired 

of  bickering,  especia l ly about nonsense. 
But this  project  i sn ’ t  just  about gett ing 
a long.  I t ’ s  about accepting and appreci-
at ing more as  beauti ful  because i t  i s .  This 
perspect ive i s  a  long-overdue shif t .  I f 
we can create more beauty in the world 
without moving from our armchairs ,  why 
shouldn’t  we?

If there’s 
any hope for 

musical 
aes the t i c s , 

it ’s found in 
being more 
broad, more 
eclectic ,  and 

more 
scientific .
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 Narrative  maintains  power.  Any 
intr icate pol i t ica l  system understands 
that  the party which controls  words and 
images controls  the society ’s  identi ty and 
truth.  Art  i s  commiss ioned for many rea-
sons,  but forming society’s  narrat ive i s 
the most  prized among them. The power 
of  art  has  long been establ i shed by pha-
raohs and kings and continues to remain 
predominantly in the hands of  churches , 
wealthy el i tes ,  and govern-
ment agencies . 1 Art  great ly 
inf luences publ ic  opinion; 
to demonstrate this ,  I  wil l 
examine the case of  Thom-
as Penn’s  commiss ion for 
Penn’s  Treaty with the Indi-
ans  by Benjamin West .  The 
Penn family careful ly used 
this  commiss ion to ref lect 
specif ic  assert ions:  their 
enti t lement to lands a lready 
occupied,  reinforcement of 
colonial  power over current 
res idents ,  and the r ight to 
garner venture capita l i s t s 
for  the region.  The Penn 
family further sol idi f ied i t s 
legacy of  colonial  legit ima-
cy by systematical ly circu-
lat ing West ’ s  commiss ion as 
propaganda,  thereby dodg-
ing pains that  arose af ter  the Ameri-
can Revolutionary War.  Many previous 
scholars  have examined West ’ s  piece be-
fore but never in the vein of  commiss ion. 
Through examining Penn’s  commiss ion, 
I  wil l  demonstrate the power art  narra-
t ives  hold for those who commiss ion art 
and i t s  inf luence over societ ies ’  percep-

1 Artworks used to promote and display kingly, 
religious, or governmental powers include items 
such as, (1) the palette of King Narmer, Hierakonpolis, 
Egypt, (2) Victory Stele of Naram-Sin, Susa, Iran, (3) 
Last Judgement, west tympanum of Saint-Lazare, 
Autun, France, (4) Presentation of Captives to Lord 
Chan Muwan, Bonampak, Mexico, and (5) and Joe 
Rosenthal’s American Marines Raising American Flag 
on Mount Suribachi, Iwo Jima.

t ion of  the past .

Thomas Penn: A Public Relations 
Disaster

 Wil l iam Penn is  known as  the 
founding father who created peace with 
Pennsylvania ’ s  Native nat ions,  but his 
legacy was bolstered by his  heir ,  Thom-
as,  through widely circulated commis-
s ioned art .  Benjamin West  sent let ters  to 

Wil l iam Darton in February 
1805 indicat ing that  Thom-
as commiss ioned the paint-
ing of  Penn’s  Treaty around 
1771 (Abrams,  1982,  pp.  61, 
68;  Brinton,  2012,  p.  102) . 2 
Thomas requested this 
commiss ion of  his  father ’ s 
legacy during the recovery 
period after  the French-In-
dian War,  which had oc-
curred between 1754 and 
1763 (“French and Indian 
War,”  2020) .  The request 
s trategical ly fol lowed the 
French-Indian War after  a 
tumultuous fa l l  f rom grace 
for the Penn family which 
rendered them extremely 
unpopular  (Abrams,  1982,  p. 
61) .  With this  commiss ion, 
Thomas and West  were able 

to seize upon sett ler  resentment for Na-
tive groups to reestabl i sh the Penn family 
as  famous Native conquerors . 
 The Penn family ’ s  populari ty de-
cl ined around 1737 when the family ex-
perienced a period of  f inancia l  hardship. 3 
The family authorized a controvers ia l 
land grab now known as  the “Walking 
Purchase,”  which confiscated Native lands 
to be given to sett lers  (Abrams,1982,  p. 
61) . 4 During the original  creat ion of  the 
2 There is some ambiguity over whether Thomas, or his 
wife, first approached West to commission the painting. 
The full letter is available on p. 115 of Brinton’s article. 
4 Favorable land located above the Falls in Bucks county 
was under sales negotiation with Thomas Penn, Lasse 
Cock, Måns Cock, and several settlers. As part of the 
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Province of  Pennsylvania ,  Wil l iam Penn 
created the Certain Condi t ions and Con-
cess ions  land law, which granted the Penn 
family 10,000 acres  for  every 100,000 
acres  given to sett lers .  Addit ional ly,  the 
Penn family began surveying the best 
tracks of  land in the province and ordered 
that  every 500 acres  must  be occupied by 
one family or the land be seized and re-
sold.  After  the land was seized,  the own-
ers  would be given commensurate lands 
in less  des irable locat ions (Cocoran,  1994, 
p.  480) .  These land grabs provided appar-
ent benefi t s  to the f inancia l ly s trapped 
Penn family.  However,  these agreements 
angered Native and sett ler  populat ions 
because the Penn family fa i led to l ive up 
to their  promises .  Native nat ions soon 
went on the defense and started to arm 
their  lands from further seizure,  ending 
any foreseeable peace between Natives 
and sett lers  (Abrams,  1982,  p.  61) .
 Thomas had gained proprietary 
control  of  Pennsylvania from his  father 
(before the French-Indian War)  in 1746 
when the province was plagued by ter-
ri toria l  disputes  and r i s ing violence be-
tween Native nat ions and sett lers . 5 This 
violence continued to increase as  German 
and Scotch-Ir ish immigrants  poured into 
Pennsylvania ,  encroaching upon Na-
tive lands re lent less ly.  At the same t ime, 
Thomas experienced confl icts  with the 
Quaker Assembly due to the Penn fam-
i ly ’ s  t ies  to the Anglican Church before 
their  Quaker convers ion (Abrams,  1982, 
p.  61) . 6 The constant land disputes  with-
negotiations, the Natives demanded a large number of 
goods to be delivered from England before relinquishing 
the land to settlers. Thomas Penn never delivered the 
goods, but the draft deed was used to acquire land from 
Bucks County to the Poconos. For more on the “Walking 
Purchase,” see Soderland, p. 173.
5 William Penn was 58 years old when Thomas was born, 
and Thomas was 61 when his son Granville was born, 
which explains the expansive amount of time that the 
Penn family controlled Pennsylvania. For more on Penn’s 
genealogy, see Brinton.
6 William Penn converted to the Quaker faith, but his father 
was a well-known and respected member of the Anglican 

in the colonies  in conjunction with ter-
ri toria l  disputes  among European rulers 
led to the French-Indian War,  a  proxy 
war for Europe’s  Seven Years  War.  The 
war created a l l iances  in Pennsylvania 
that  great ly varied based on economic, 
nat ional ,  and rel igious af f i l iat ions far  be-
yond this  paper ’ s  scope (“French and In-
dian War,”  2020) . 7 
 The postwar society Thomas en-
countered was very dif ferent from the 
one crafted by his  father (Abrams,  1982, 
p.  61) . 8 Many res idents  fe l t  the Penn fam-
i ly ’ s  unscrupulous land deal ings inf lu-
enced the war development,  and cit izens 
vocal ized for Thomas to s tep down as 
proprietor . 9 The most  vocal  of  these ci t-
izens was Benjamin Frankl in,  who trav-
eled to London in 1765 to request  Thom-
as ’ s  removal  and replacement with a royal 
government. 10 While the Royal  govern-
ment denied Frankl in’s  request ,  Thomas 
faced the severe threat  of  los ing support 

church. Anglicans regularly persecuted Quakers early-on 
in the faith’s development. For more on Penn’s family, see 
Schwartz.
7 The French and Indian War started over which Empire, 
French or British, would retain control of the upper Ohio 
River valley. In this region, certain Native tribes aligned 
themselves with either French or British settlers, both of 
which made promises to the Natives in exchange for their 
loyalty on the battlefield. This dynamic created unusual 
bedfellows during the war.
8 Many Quaker residents were against arming the Colony 
(in opposition to Quaker teachings) and felt Thomas Penn 
was regularly using Native disputes to increase the Colony’s 
armory at taxpayer expense. Thomas Penn himself was 
exempt from these taxes, which created further animosity.
9 During this period Pennsylvania was experiencing an 
increase in violent interactions between Natives and non-
pacifist settlers (non-Quakers). A gang of backwoodsmen 
called the “Paxton Boys” led massacres on Native villages 
and attempted to overthrow Pennsylvania’s government. 
For more, see p. 65.
10 Franklin lost his position as head of the Quaker Assembly 
due to the increased violence. In response, he returned 
to London in 1765 to recruit support for Thomas Penn’s 
removal. He also called on Benjamin West to pay his 
respects, which may have been an attempt to use West to 
gain access into prominent circles. Franklin and West later 
became close friends, with Franklin becoming the godfather 
to West’s son.
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in the province (Abrams,  1982,  p.  66) . 11 
 Thomas’  f inal  controversy be-
fore commiss ioning West ’ s  painting was 
at  the Treaty of  Fort  Stanwix  in 1768 
(Abrams,  1982,  pp.  68-69) . 12 Thomas 
hoped to use the negotiat ions as  a  pub-
l ic  re lat ions event to emulate his  father ’ s 
legacy for himsel f .  However,  now that 
the Native nat ions had a better  under-
standing of  the Penn family ’ s  intentions, 
Thomas’s  minimal  gif t s  were scoffed at , 
and negotiat ions were problematic . 13 
This  event demonstrated another attempt 
by the Penn family to grab lands greedi-
ly through treaty transact ions,  and many 
cit izens again complained of  the Penn 
family ’ s  abuses  against  sett lers  and Na-
tives  (Abrams,  1982,  p.  68-69) . 14 Thomas 
spent the remainder of  his  proprietorship 
frett ing over Native violence,  lack of 
sett ler  support ,  and Frankl in’s  constant 
campaign to remove him. Eventual ly,  in 
1775,  Thomas Penn would suffer  a  s troke 
and die ,  af ter  which his  wife would re-
tain ownership of  West ’ s  art  commiss ion 
(Abrams,  1982,p.  69) . 15 

“Savages Brought into Harmony” 16 
(on Canvas)

 After  Thomas Penn’s  fa i led negoti-
at ions at  Fort  Stanwix,  West  created the 
11 For a short period, the feud between Franklin and Penn 
paused as the two men joined forces to fight the Stamp 
Act. Implemented by Britain, this act increased taxation on 
imports, directly impacting settlers and merchants.
12 Thomas Penn tried to extend the Pennsylvania border to 
the Ohio River and annex Pittsburg with this treaty. Led by 
John Penn (Thomas’ nephew) and Sir William Johnson (the 
Native agent), the meeting was held at Fort Stanwix.
13 Neither party was willing to budge on their demands, and 
negotiations were problematic. The Natives required more 
money and goods, and the Penns requested more land.
14 Settlers feared a resurgence in violence and criticized 
the Penn family’s handling of the situation. The settlers 
accused the Penn family of using these treaties to refill 
their declining wealth by holding one-tenth of each land 
negotiation before selling the remainder.
15 Abrams notes that Penn had suffered a “stroke of Palsy,” 
dying four years later.
16 From reference list (Brinton, 2012, p. 114). Quoted from 
a letter by Benjamin West to William Darton.

painting (Abrams,  1982,  p.  69) .  Today, 
the artwork should be understood for the 
publ ic  re lat ions campaign i t  truly was. 
The painting was created as  an homage to 
Wil l iam Penn’s  r ight ,  as  a  colonial  father , 
to Pennsylvania lands recent ly secured in 
hard-fought batt les  of  the French and In-
dian War.  In the painting,  not only do 
the Penns receive the King’s  bless ing, 
as  i s  apparent by the many English mer-
chant ships ,  but a l so the bless ing of  the 
Natives  who represent the voice of  the 
American motherland.  West  may have 
exaggerated the s tory,  but he probably 
bel ieved some of  the information to be 
accurate. 17 However,  no physical  treaty 
or writ ing has  surfaced to prove that  a 
meeting def init ively took place as  West 
painted (Brinton,  2012,  pp.  110-112) . 18

 Benjamin West  was a  Pennsylvania 
native son,  born in 1738,  in Springfie ld—
f i f ty-s ix years  af ter  the supposed treaty 
between Penn and the Natives  occurred 
(Brinton,  2012,  p.  100) . 19 West  lef t  the 
Americas  in 1760 to s tudy with the art 
masters  of  I ta ly,  thereby experiencing 
only a  short  segment of  the French-Indian 
War (Abrams,  1982,  pp.  64,  62) . 20 West 
eventual ly chose to s tay in England,  l iv-
ing there from 1763 unti l  his  death in 
1820 (Brinton,  2012,  p.  101) . 21 West  was 
17 Brinton recounts that the legend of William Penn was 
perpetuated by West and shared in his “old age” to Thomas 
Clarkson, who wrote about William Penn and Quaker 
history in a variety of books.
18 Brinton defines the concept of “treaty” to mean a written 
agreement between two parties with written witnesses’ 
accounts to be preserved in an archive. By this definition, a 
treaty between Penn and the Natives never occurred.
19 The birthplace of West, now known as the “Benjamin 
West House,” is currently located at the Swarthmore 
College campus and has since been restored.
20 West’s good friend William Smith, a staunch supporter 
of Penn, secured West’s trip to Italy by requesting William 
Allen’s patronage. West traveled with Allen’s son and 
mercantile heir Joseph Shippen, placing West in direct 
contact with elite circles. West apparently trained with 
a militia group under Colonel Isaac Wayne’s direction, 
but never participated in the war. He was only present in 
America during the early years of the war.
21 West planned to only visit England on his way home 
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a popular  art i s t  among his  fe l low Amer-
icans,  but achieved even greater  suc-
cess  in the Brit i sh Is les  with the help of 
prominent colonial  ar i s tocrats  (Abrams, 
1982,  pp.  62-65) .  While West  was col-
ony-born,  he preferred res idence in En-
gland,  and his  English patrons primari ly 
inf luenced and informed his  work.  En-
glish art  patrons during this  t ime had a 
part icular  fondness  for  the Native pop-
ulat ions of  the Americas ,  and the s tory 
West  created quickly went vira l .  Credit-
ed with circulat ing Penn’s  legend in En-
glish circ les ,  West  ut i l ized the s tory to 
promote his  painting and reputat ion as 
an art i s t  (Brinton,  2012,  p.  112) .  How-
ever,  his torical  inaccuracies  abound in 
the painting.  West  express ly discussed 
his  desire to paint  a  posi t ive narrat ive of 
Wil l iam Penn. Based on the many inac-
curacies  in West ’ s  work,  i t  i s  c lear  that 
the result  i s  a  piece of  f ict ion which has 
been widely sold as  an accurate depict ion 
of  peace among men.
 One example of  West ’ s  many inac-
curacies  in the painting is  his  depict ion of 
Wil l iam Penn. West  confided in a  let ter 
to Mr.  Darton that  he ut i l ized mult iple 
mediums to achieve Wil l iam Penn’s  l ike-
ness ,  including a wax medal l ion (Fig.  1 & 
2)  by Si lvanius Bevan and descript ions by 
his  father ,  John West  (Abrams,  1982,  pp. 
69-70) . 22 Both of  these depict ions would 
have been vers ions of  Wil l iam Penn much 
later  in l i fe ,  when,  in real i ty,  West  knew 
that  Penn was a  young man at  the t ime 
of  the a l leged treaty (Abrams,  1982,  pp. 
69-70) .
 Addit ional  inaccuracies  occur in 
the painting as  West  opted to place Penn 
and his  companions in modern Quaker 

from Italy but found so much work in London that he sent 
for his bride to join him. They were married in St. Martins, 
and West was buried in Westminster Abbey after death.
22 The medal was drawn from memory by Bevan two years 
after William Penn’s death, and all subsequent images of 
Penn tended to follow this medal’s likeness. Coins like the 
Bevan medal were often given to tribal officers attending 
peace conferences as a sign of goodwill.

dress  instead of  dress  from the period. 23 
West ’ s  use of  this  at t ire  has  been argued 
as  a  way to demonstrate “contemporane-
ity” in his  work (Abrams,  1982,  p.  72) . 
However,  I  would argue,  the fashions 
West  painted are so dis t inct  to Quak-
erism that  he purposeful ly depicted i t 
this  way to dis t inguish Penn’s  ideology 
as  progress ive to a  current audience.  On 
the other hand,  his torian Anne Abrams 
(1982) argues that  West ’ s  use of  modern 
dress  in the painting attempts  to reassert 
his  re l igious heri tage after  family dis-
putes  within the Quaker group (p.  72) . 24 
23 Some accounts of the legend state that William Penn 
wore formal court dress at the ceremony to include a blue 
silk sash which is still preserved at the Historical Society of 
Pennsylvania. For more, see Brinton pp. 116-117.
24 West’s mother, Sarah Pearson West, second wife to 
West’s father, was disavowed from Quakerism and therefore 

Fig. 1. Silvanus Bevan, William Penn Medal, 
front, 1720 (Abrams, 1982, p. 71).

Fig. 2. Silvanus Bevan, William Penn Medal, 
reverse, 1720 (p. 71).
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In support  of  Abrams’s  argument,  West 
chose to include and honor his  family 
members  in the painting,  including his 
father ,  brother,  and wife ,  further demon-
strat ing his  wil l ingness  to exaggerate the 
truth (p.  72) . 25 
 West  grew up as  the son of  a  Quaker 
in Pennsylvania ,  wel l  informed on Wil-
l iam Penn’s  legacy and the Native Amer-
icans of  the region.  He paid part icular 
at tention to Native dress  and customs in 
the painting by accurately depict ing the 
i tems uti l iz ing l ive models  of  authentic 
c lothing as  a  guide (Abrams,  1982,  p. 
72) . 26 West  had a real  fascinat ion with 
Native Americans as  a  boy but described 
his  move from Pennsylvania to England as 
a  transi t ion “  [ from the] Wigwoms [s ic] 
of  American savages [ to the] ref inements 
of  the Royal  Palaces  of  Europe,”  seeing i t 
“[as]  an extensive scale  in human prog-
ress”  (Abrams,  1982,  p.  62) . 27 West  in-
dicated Native Americans were s tuck in 
a  chi ld-l ike s tate that ,  a l though admired, 
should be reformed by English paternal-
ism. The art i s t ’ s  depict ion of  Penn echoes 
this  very sentiment.  West  admitted his 
specif ic  goal  of  depict ing Wil l iam Penn 
in a  paternal i s t ic  l ight was to reference 
not permitted to marry in a Quaker ceremony. Apparently, 
Sarah had “given way to a Libertine Spirit” and fallen from 
grace. Due to her behavior, Benjamin and his siblings were 
not birthright Quakers.
25 West included John West (his father) and Thomas West 
(his half-brother) among the Quakers pictured next to 
William Penn although neither were in attendance. In a 
copy of Quaker Biographies (1909) by the Representative 
Meeting of Religious Society of Friends from Pennsylvania, 
New Jersey, and Delaware (vol. I, facing p. 140), Horace 
J. Smith recounts the names of modern associates West 
included in the painting, also identifying the Native mother 
with child as being modeled after West’s wife. For more on 
this, see Brinton p. 115.
26 The Native dress Penn depicted in his painting also 
comprised a mix of historically accurate dress and modern 
dress. West used real Native garments from the Penn family 
collection as well as descriptions William Penn included in 
his advertisement to the Free Society of Traders.
27 Originally recounted in letters located in the Pennsylvania 
Magazine of History and Biography, 1894, pp. 219-222. Also 
see J. Morris to B. West, May 16, 1796, Historical Society 
of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia.

his  authority in conquering the Pennsyl-
vania Natives .  He highl ighted his  bel ief 
by express ing Penn’s  inherent superiori ty 
and r ighteousness  in subduing their  sav-
agery,  te l l ing Mr.  Darton:

The great  object  I  had in form-
ing that  composit ion,  was to 
express  savages brought into 
harmony and piece [s ic]  by 
just ice and benevolence,  by 
not withholding from them 
what was their  r ight ,  and 
giving to them what they 
were in want of ,  and as  wel l 
as  a  wish to give by that  art  a 
conquest  that  was made over 
nat ive people without sward 
or dagder [s ic] .  (Brinton, 
2012,  p.  114)

 The art i s t  paints  Penn as  a  father 
f igure,  gent ly nudging the Native groups 
into compliance by appeasing their 
chi ld-l ike “savage” s ide.  The subsequent 
French-Indian War,  in tandem with pre-
viously s tated historical  evidence,  indi-
cate that  West ’ s  image of  the peaceful ly 
subjugated “savage” i s  a  gross  overstate-
ment of  the pol i t ica l  c l imate Penn perpet-
uated.  West  used his  ski l l s  as  a  c lass ica l ly 
trained history painter  to reinforce a  co-
lonial  rul ing class .  The image intends to 
revis i t  a  sentimental ,  ideal ized past  that 
West  bel ieved to be greater .  West ’ s  ren-
dit ion ref lects  the hopes and desires  of  a 
se lect  sect ion of  society without rebutta l , 
as  Native nat ions were often s i lenced be-
cause their  his tories  were predominate-
ly oral .  By glori fying a conf l ict-free past 
that  never truly exis ted,  West  removes 
the Native narrat ive from societa l  view.

Penn Propaganda Circumvents the 
Globe

 West  and the Penn family widely 
circulated the painting throughout the 
colonies  and Great  Brita in between 1771 
unti l  i t  found i t s  f inal  rest ing place at  the 
free exhibit ion in the National  Museum, 
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Independence Hal l ,  Phi ladelphia in 1873 
(Brinton,  2012,  pp.  99-110) . 28 The paint-
ing reinvigorated the legend of  the Penn 
family as  ear ly conquerors  of  Native na-
t ions.  Many colonists  were s t i l l  psycho-
logical ly recovering from the French and 
Indian Wars ,  which explains  why West ’ s 
piece of  nosta lgia  for  a  more peaceful 
past  became so popular . 
 West ’ s  imagery of  Penn’s  ideal ized 
act ions circulated heavi ly before the Rev-
olutionary War and would a l so be copied 
and distr ibuted across  Scot land,  Ire land, 
France,  Germany,  and Mexico (Brinton, 
2012,  p.  99) . 29 The painting is  an a l lego-
ry for Brit i sh colonial i sm and provided 
a plat form for the global  rete l l ing of  a 
nat ion-bui lding story (Abrams,  1982,  p. 
60) . 
 The painting became so popular  i t 
was widely copied and recreated by vari-
ous art i s t s ,  l i thographers ,  and engravers ; 
i t  was even set  into new forms of  medi-
ums such as  fabrics  (Fig.  3) ,  china (Fig.4) , 
tapestr ies ,  currency (Fig.5) ,  and banners 
(Fig.6)  between 1771 and 1888 (Brinton, 
2012,  pp.  133-189) .  These visual  media 
proved highly ef fect ive at  reaching both 
the educated wealthy and the uneducat-
ed impoverished through smal ler  vers ions 
of  the image and everyday household ob-
jects .  The constant reminiscence of  Penn 
as  the peaceful  subjugator permeated me-
dia and households  for  years .  
 The mass-produced and wide-
ly spread image worked as  a  propagan-
28 Upon completion, the painting went to the Royal 
Academy Exhibition, Stoke Park, near Winsor, and then to 
Thomas Penn until Joseph Harrison bought it at auction for 
£500. Harrison later presented it to the Historical Society of 
Pennsylvania (HSP) in 1852. For the letter from Harris to 
the HSP, see p. 104. After Harrison’s death in 1873, his wife 
sent the painting to the National Museum, Independence 
Hall, Philadelphia for display, but Mrs. Harrison formally 
relinquished ownership to the Academy of Fine Arts of 
Philadelphia.
29 These circulations were mostly reproductions by other 
artists in the form of engravings. Slight variations in the 
rendition of West’s work are documented in Brinton’s 
detailed index of recorded images, pp. 133-193.

da machine for four years  preceding the 
American Revolutionary War.  This  noto-
riety could not arr ive at  a  better  t ime for 
the Penn family because the Revolution-
ary War str ipped the family of  i t s  granted 
lands and t i t les  when the United States 
moved to form a new government (Vaux, 
1839,  p.  iv) . 30 The story of  Wil l iam Penn 
as  the “founding father of  Pennsylvania” 
ass i s ted Thomas Penn’s  heirs  in seek-
ing compensat ion for these government 
adjustments  during two separate l i t iga-
t ions,  one against  the United States  and 
one against  Great  Brita in (Vaux,  1839, 
pp.  i i iv-xvi) . 
 The Penn family l i t igated against 
the United States  f i r s t ,  with the argument 
that  Pennsylvania ’ s  success  was the di-
rect  cause of  Wil l iam Penn; thereby,  the 
Penn family was owed compensat ion for 
i t s  war losses . 31 The new United States 
government endorsed the Penn fami-
ly ’ s  argument and sett led by compensat-
ing Wil l iam Penn’s  heirs  through post-
war payments  in the form of insta l lat ion 
payments  surmounting 130,000 pounds 
(Vaux,  1839,  p.  vi ) . 
 Wil l iam Penn and his  heirs  pre-
sented a second argument to the Brit i sh 
par l iament with the counci l  s tat ing,  “The 
merits  and services  of  that  family were 
so eminent in the history of  this  country 
and others ,  that  he conceived i t  would 
be the wish of  the committee,  and the 
nat ion at  large,  to make a l iberal  provi-
s ion,”  as  the Penn family had remained 
fai thful  to the royal  crown (Vaux,  1839, 
p.  vi ) .  After  hearing the arguments ,  Her 
Majesty ’ s  Command ruled in favor of  a 
4000-pound, tax-free,  annual  annuity to 
30 From an abstract of Proceedings in Parliament, Feb. 1788, 
May and June 1790.
31 The proceedings were presented by Mr. Frederick 
Montagu on behalf of the Right Honorable Lady Juliana 
Penn, and her son, John Penn, Esq., and her nephew, John 
Penn, Esq., to the House of Parliament. In Montagu’s 
presentation, the awards issued by the newly formed United 
States of America became his defense for compensations 
owed by the British government.
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Will iam Penn’s  heirs  indefinite ly (Vaux, 
1839,  xi i ) .  This  e levated treatment of 
Wil l iam Penn and his  heirs  was very 
much inf luenced by the circulat ion of 
Penn’s  legend,  as  depicted by Benjamin 
West . 
 The painting a l so transcended 
West ’ s  l i fet ime,  as  El len Brinton (2012) 
detai l s  in her extensive cata log of  Penn 
imagery,  and recirculated during her 
l i fet ime in the 1940s before the United 
States  entered World War II .  This  recir-
culat ion a l so featured smal ler  images and 
everyday i tems,  general ly t ied to Chris-
t ian hol idays ,  in the hopes of  reinvigo-
rat ing the ideas  of  a  more prosperous and 
peaceful  past  led by colonists  (pp.  99-100, 
133-166) . 32 These images helped fuel  ed-
ucat ional  trends of  chi ldren reenacting 
the f irs t  f r iendly encounters  of  Native 
Americans and colonists  as  part  of  their 
curriculum for decades . 

“Most of Us Were Born in this 
Country Long Before the Quakers 

Came”33

 So,  as  for  the legend of  Wil l iam 
Penn, what real ly happened in 1862? 
Here i s  what we def init ively know. In 
1681,  Wil l iam Penn was granted a prov-
ince within the English colonies  by King 
Charles  II .  He cal led i t  Pennsylvania ,  af ter 
his  namesake.  Wil l iam Penn was a  convert 
to the Quaker fa i th,  and as  a  young man, 
he rejected the Cathol ic  re l igious ideas 
of  his  father (Schwartz,  1983,  p.  289) . 34 
32 Brinton recounts in note two, p. 100, the circulation of 
West’s image during the 1940s. The items include (1) a 
Christmas card reproduction entitled Peaceable Kingdom 
by Edward Hicks for the Conde-Nast Company of New 
York, (2) a “Merchandise Gift Bond” for Gimble Brother’s 
department store engraved with West’s central figures, 
(3) a 1941 calendar inlay for the Provident Mutual Life 
Insurance Company of Philadelphia, (4) a February 1941 
Edward Savage copy of West’s painting in the offices of the 
Philadelphia Electric Company. 
33 From reference list (Soderlund, 2015, p. 166). Quoted 
from a letter sent to Queen Anne of Great Britain in 1711 
from the first settlers of Pennsylvania.
34 Penn denounced the Catholic church and accused it of 

Fig. 3. Linen Design No. 
2 Mr. Francis Brinton, 
West Chester, Pa., 35 ½ 
x 25, brown; Arthur J. 
Sussel, Phila., 33 ½ x 26, 
Brown (Brinton, 2012, p. 
185). These linen patterns 
were used for curtains 
and bedcovers in many 
households. In 1788, at a 
public auction of Penn’s 
grandson’s (named John 
Penn) home in England, 
bed curtains, window 
curtains, and tassels in this 
pattern were recorded 
among his belongings. For 
more, see    p. 128.

Fig. 4. China set of Blue 
Staffordshire by Thomas 
Green, 61 pieces, owned 
by Mr. Henry Paul Busch 
(p. 183). Thirteen designs 
illustrating William Penn, 
his companions, and 
Natives adorn various 
pieces of the China 
set first bequeathed to 
Busch’s mother.

Fig. 5. Banknote issued by the Sparkes Bank Exeter, 
England (p. 186).

Fig. 6. Engraving by Lambert Alpigini of the E.A. 
Wright Co., Philadelphia, 1913, 2 1/4 x 5. Used by the 

Pennsylvania Life Insurance Company from 1913 to 1934 
at the top of their insurance policy forms (p. 186). 



32 | TXSTUR

Quaker values  advocate for re l igious au-
tonomy free from persecution by a cen-
tra l  re l igious fact ion and the “free indi-
vidual  quest  for  truth” (Schwartz,  1983, 
285) .  Penn viewed his  new appointment 
as  an opportunity to bring Quaker values 
to his  province and economic vita l i ty to 
the region (Schwartz,  1983,  p.  293) . 
 In 1862,  Penn arr ived in Pennsyl-
vania hoping to create an experimental 
utopic society,  which would operate un-
der the tenements  of  tolerance for re l i-
gious freedom without persecution.35 In 
Penn’s  view, a  nat ion a l lowed to assert 
“ individual  l iberty of  conscience” bui l t 
a  heal thier ,  less  fractured society than 
one with re l igious uniformity (Schwartz, 
1983,  p.  285) .  Pennsylvania ’ s  long-es-
tabl i shed community—Dutch,  Swedish, 
and Finnish sett lers  l iving with the Iro-
quois-Seneca,  Lenni-Lenape,  and Shaw-
nee in re lat ive peace—was the perfect 
hub for this  socia l  experiment (Schwartz, 
1983,  p.  295;  Soderlund,  2015,  p.  149) . 
 Penn’s  ideas  were progress ive, 
but his  behaviors  were plagued by An-
glo-Christ ian supremacy and enti t le-
ment,  which often accompanied colo-
nial  interact ion (Penn, 1683,  pp.  1-13) . 
Despite his  Quaker af f i l iat ion,  Wil l iam 
Penn was,  f i r s t  and foremost ,  a  business-
man and pol i t ic ian set  on creat ing profi t s 
for  himsel f ,  his  heirs ,  and his  Quaker pa-
trons.  Before Penn arr ived in his  Penn-
sylvania province,  he act ively recruited 
investors  for  lands he had never seen by 
encouraging f inancia l  prospects  to re lo-
cate to his  province and convert  to the 
Quaker fa i th (Schwartz,  1983,  pp.  292, 
294-295) . 36 

corrupting the original intent of the scripture. In particular 
Penn disagreed with the Roman Catholic church’s custom 
of persecuting those that questioned the Pope’s authority. 
35 Quakerism, as a reformation, experienced an early 
period of individualism but was beginning to stabilize into 
an organized system of religion around the time Penn 
converted to it in 1667, at 22 years old.
36 William Penn advertised Pennsylvania to the “Committee 
of the Free Society of Traders’ of that Province, residing in 

 Ahead of  his  arr ival  in the colonies , 
Penn sent his  cousin Wil l iam Markham, 
whom he appointed Deputy Governor, 
to orchestrate and establ i sh transi t ional 
court  governments . 37 Markham primari ly 
constructed the new Pennsylvania court 
system on the exis t ing New Netherland 
system under the Duke of  York,  with a 
twelve-man jury implementat ion.  These 
twelve-man juries  included a mix of  f i r s t 
set t lers  and transplant English colonists 
(Soderlund,  2015,  p.  150-156) . 38

 After  Penn’s  arr ival  in the winter of 
1862,  with more English colonists  mov-
ing into the area,  i t  became increas ingly 
c lear  that  pol i t ica l  posi t ions were quick-
ly reass igned to prominent Quakers  once 
held by f irs t  set t lers  (Soderlund,  2015,  p. 
157) . 39 In a  grievous let ter  sent by Swed-
ish f irs t  set t lers  to Queen Anne,  the dis-
pute among old and new is  art iculated: 

Most  of  us  were born in this 
country long before the Quak-
ers  came,  and…our ancestors 
and some of  us  their  chi ldren 
l iving st i l l…have reduced the 
nat ives  here to general  obe-
dience,  which was too dif f i-
cult  for  men of  Quaker prin-
ciples  to have done,  so that 
the Quakers  when they came 
found a country at  peace. 
(Soderlund,  2015,  p.  166)40

London.” Penn’s advertisement contained a “Portraiture of 
Plat-forms thereof” and “Purchaser’s Lots,” describing them 
as the “Prosperous and Advantagious [sic] Settlements of the 
Society” on the pamphlet’s cover.
37 Markham set up a council of nine inhabitants and 
temporarily continued the authority of the pre-existing 
Upland Courts; when Penn arrived later, he established his 
provincial assembly and county courts.
38 This change was implemented on the existing Upland 
Court’s procedures during the transition between 1681 and 
1682. These twelve-man juries included a number of first 
settlers, usually a mixture of Swedes and Finns.
39 After 1682 Penn created new courts in multiple counties 
and dissolved the single court in Upland. Appointees to 
the new county courts over the next several years were 
predominately affluent English Quakers, leading to a stark 
decline in first settlers’ political power.
40 Quoted from a letter sent to Queen Anne of Great Britain 
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Penn’s  pol i t ica l  s l ight toward the f irs t 
set t lers  created a r i f t  between the estab-
l i shed populat ion and new arr ivals .  In re-
sponse,  f i r s t  set t lers  a l igned themselves 
c losely with their  Native neighbors , 
forming informal  pol i t ica l  t ies  (Soder-
lund,  2015,  pp.  166-167) . 41

 One s ignif icant advantage f irs t 
set t lers  had over Penn’s  entourage was 
their  vast  knowledge of  the many lan-
guages and dia lects  in the region.  This 
knowledge forced Penn to ut i l ize them 
as  intermediaries  in negotiat ions for an 
extensive period,  notably the Swedish 
interpreter  Lasse Cock (Soderlund,  2015, 
pp.  156,  166) . 42 Soderlund (2015) notes 
in his  research that  the Swedish ambassa-
dor was quoted as  saying,  “[the f irs t  set-
t lers  know] a l l  kinds of  languages ,  Swed-
ish,  German, Finnish,  Dutch,  sometimes 
French,  English,  and American [Lenape, 
Susquehannock],  as  their  own language, 
the greater  part  of  them, while  the En-
glish only know their  own” (p.  167) .  The 
Native groups were much more trust ful 
of  the f irs t  set t lers ,  with whom they had 
bui l t  re lat ionships  and shared language 
long before Penn’s  arr ival .
 However,  part  of  Penn’s  Quaker 
marketing campaign aimed to assure pro-
spective buyers  that  Penn was ethical ly 
sourcing the land from Native inhabitants 
(Soderlund,  2015,  pp.  175-176) . 43 Penn 
sent let ters  to Native tr ibes  introducing 
in 1711 from the first settlers of Pennsylvania. Swedes 
opposed Quaker authority in Pennsylvania by seeking 
assistance from the Anglican queen due to their shared 
Anglican affiliation.  
41 Soderlund quotes Andreas Sandal as saying, “[the local 
Natives] are so faithful to the Swedes that if one of them 
should hear that a Swede was in any kind of danger, he 
would be willing to run a hundred miles to warn him.”
42 Soderlund notes that Swedish pastors described the Swede 
and Native relationship as “they are like brothers and 
sisters.” 
43 Quaker beliefs strongly held to pacifist ideology, 
which made fair dealings with the Natives an attractive 
selling point to Quaker patrons. Taking lands from 
Natives by perceived unethical means would have been 
counterproductive to Penn’s sales pitch for his customer 
base.

himsel f  as  the new Governor before he 
arr ived.  Once present in the province, 
Penn (1683) mai led detai led reports  back 
to Brit i sh investors  espousing his  c lose 
and peaceful  re lat ionship with the nat ives 
(pp.  1-13) .  Penn discussed his  supposed 
interact ion with a Native during negoti-
at ions in a  promotional  let ter  to the Free 
Society of  Traders ,  s tat ing: 

“He f irs t  pray’d me,  to excuse 
them that  they had not comply-
ed [s ic]  with me the last  t ime;  he 
feared,  there might be some fault 
in the interpreter ,  being neither 
Indian nor English,  besides ,  i t  was 
the Indian custom to del iberate , 
and take up much t ime in Coun-
ci l ,  before they resolve;  and that  i f 
the Young People and Owners  of 
the Land had been as  ready as  he, 
I  had not [would have not]  met 
with so much delay.”  (p.  7) 

Penn’s  words highl ighted the genuine i s-
sue of  having the f irs t  set t lers  as  go-be-
tweens with the Natives .  Penn often re-
mained in the dark during negotiat ions, 
and the c loseness  between Natives  and 
f irs t  set t lers  placed him at  a  disadvan-
tage.  Penn was ful ly aware of  this  and 
worked hard to learn the Native language 
to cut  f i r s t  set t lers  out of  negotiat ions (p. 
5) . 44 Penn further went on to say,  “when 
the purchase was agreed,  great  promis-
es  past  [s ic]  between us of  kindness  and 
good neighborhood,  and that  the Indians 
and English,  must  l ive in love,  as  long as 
the sun gave l ight”  (p.  7) .  Penn’s  narra-
t ive was vague regarding t iming and lands 
negotiated.  I t  operated less  as  a  factual 
document and more as  a  reinforcement to 
investors  that  Penn had everything under 
44 Penn writes, “Their language is lofty, yet narrow, but 
like the Hebrew; in signification full, like short-hand in 
writing; one word serveth in the place of three, and the rest 
are supplied by the understanding of the hearer: imperfect 
in their tenses, wanting in their moods, participles, adverbs, 
conjunctions, interjections: I have made it my business to 
understand it, that I might not want an interpreter on any 
occasion…”
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contro l 
in his 
p r o v -
ince.
 
In re-
a l i t y , 
most  of 
the ne-
g o t i -
a t i o n s 
with Natives  (on record) occurred un-
der Markham’s  guidance before Penn ar-
rived in the province,  with Lasse Cock 
as  an intermediary. 45 Markham based his 
treaty negotiat ions on models  a lready es-
tabl i shed under New Netherland’s  f i r s t 
set t lers  and reinforced them during new 
land acquis i t ions (Soderlund,  2015,  pp. 
167-173) .  Native negotiat ions sought to 
maintain the fol lowing guidel ines :  The 
Lanapes would (1)  warn the English of 
planned Indian attacks ,  (2)  hold annual 
meetings to renegotiate ,  renew, and re-
solve terms,  and (3)  f i le  a  grievance with 
Pennsylvania before launching attacks . 
In exchange,  the Lenapes were granted 
r ight-of-passage on a l l  lands for open 
hunting and f i shing across  Pennsylvania 
(Soderlund,  2015,  pp.  170-171) . 46  
 Historical  accounts  of  Penn’s  inter-
act ions with Native nat ions and f irs t  set-
t lers  are not without controversy.  In fact , 
many are akin to modern-day gentri f ica-
t ion problems.  Penn prematurely promot-
45 The Natives also ensured that they would maintain right-
of-passage on all lands, which they first negotiated with the 
Swedes in the 1940s. In the eyes of the Natives, they were 
to maintain full access to the lands William Penn purchased. 
This agreement did not transition well once the lands were 
resold to Penn’s investors.
46 Soderlund notes that Penn discusses in correspondence 
with Markham that the Native Tribes reoccupied lands 
which were not being inhabited, thereby requiring re-
negotiations. Penn writes, “The Indians do make people 
buy over again that land the people have not seated in some 
years after purchase which is the practice also of all these 
governments towards the people inhabiting under them.” 
Penn acknowledges the similarity between the practices of 
the Native Tribes and European governments.

ed the 
r e g i o n 
as  open 
f o r 
b u s i -
n e s s 
b u t , 
u p o n 
a r r iva l , 
di scov-
e r e d 

f irs t  set t lers  and Natives  a lready occu-
pied the best  tracts  of  land (Soderlund, 
2015,  pp.  149-150) .  So,  Penn uti l ized his 
governmental  powers  to s trong-arm res-
idents .  He then re-surveyed and re-al-
located lands owned by f irs t  set t lers  to 
rese l l  to his  own investors  (Soderlund, 
2015,  p.  163) . 
 The Native Tribes  of  Pennsylva-
nia could not ethical ly enter  into a treaty 
with Penn because the treaty concept did 
not cultural ly trans late for the Tribes . 
Cultural  understanding,  under Tribal 
law, designated that  lands for hunting 
and planting could be shared and tempo-
rari ly transferred but never permanent-
ly owned (Bevan,  2007,  p.  95) . 47 Native 
negotiat ions with Penn were probably 
understood as  temporary transfers  to be 
renegotiated at  a  later  t ime.  Penn’s  many 
real  estate transact ions in the region sys-
tematical ly pushed out the original  smal l 
neighborhoods of  mixed ethnic and l in-
guist ic  groups by sett ing up large ho-
mogenous English Quaker communit ies . 
Ironical ly,  Penn’s  act ions created a soci-
ety in direct  opposit ion to his  ideology—
one of  a  robust  mult icultural  society. 

“[Not] Simply Seized by 
Conquest”48

 The colonial  days of  the past ,  ide-
al ized in art ,  have real  implicat ions that 

47 Smith accounts the Native cultural customs of land 
ownership in his history of land acquisition for the area 
which would later house the World Trade Center. 
48 From reference list (Minderhout & Frantz, 2008, p. 63).

The colonial days of the past , 
idealized in art ,  have real 

implications that carry through into 
the present .  When colonized groups 
are removed from the storytel l ing of 
history and only the colonial point 

of view is visually apparent in 
society ,  these groups are erased.
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carry through into the present .  When col-
onized groups are removed from the s to-
rytel l ing of  his tory and only the colonial 
point  of  view is  visual ly apparent in so-
ciety,  these groups are erased.  This  phe-
nomenon is  seen throughout our coun-
try today,  with very few statues  erected 
to the colonized and marginal ized,  while 
many statues  s tand of  the colonizer .  Col-
onizat ion,  s lavery,  and the mistreatment 
of  minority groups are part  of  American 
history,  and equal  space should be real-
ized for art  commiss ions that  speak to 
these narrat ives .  Addit ional ly,  the ear l ier 
fa l sehoods that  were so quickly sold as 
his torical  facts  should be rect i f ied with 
visual  counterarguments  of  truth.  The 
Native tr ibes  in Pennsylvania feel  the ef-
fects  of  let t ing these mistruths continue 
without correct ion today.
 Current ly,  the federal  government 
and Pennsylvania deny the exis tence of 
modern Native populat ions in the s tate , 
offer ing no formal  recognit ion or a  res-
ervat ion.  However,  the 2004 U.S.  Census 
places  the number of  Native Americans 
in Pennsylvania at  18,348,  while  another 
34,302 identi fy as  part ia l ly Native Amer-
ican (Minderhout & Frantz,  2008,  p.  61) . 
Native Americans in Pennsylvania have 
consis tent ly tr ied to gain s tate recogni-
t ion,  and the s tate has  consis tent ly denied 
them. In an ethnographic s tudy conducted 
by David Minderhout and Andrea Frantz 
(2008) ,  i t  was determined 32 unrecog-
nized groups of  Native American af f i l-
iates  are l iving in Pennsylvania (p.  62) . 
Minderhout and Frantz a l so s tress  that 
Native c la ims to land in Pennsylvania are 
deterred by the fact  that  Wil l iam Penn 
supposedly purchased the grounds with 
“ legal  t i t le”  and that  the lands were not 
“s imply seized by conquest”  (p.  63) . 49  
 What i s  writ ten and recorded i s  so-
l idi f ied over what i s  heard and f leet ing-
49 Minderhout and Frantz reference C.A. Weslager, The 
Delaware Indians: A History, Rutgers University Press, for 
this statement.

ly observed,  and unfortunately,  coloniz-
ers  were documenting history in the 17 th 
century.  For marginal ized groups to tru-
ly become part  of  society,  they must  be 
visual ly ref lected within i t .  Consider the 
remarks of  a  Pennsylvania Lenape man 
who says :  “We are the only nat ional i ty 
that  must  prove we are who we say we 
are” (Minderhout & Frantz,  2008,  p.  62) . 
Similar ly,  a  Lenape mother s tates ,  “You 
have a chi ld and you raise  him in your 
culture.  And he goes to school  and in the 
school  he hears  that  there ’ s  no such thing 
as  the American Indian.  Pennsylvania 
has  no American Indians” (Minderhout & 
Frantz,  2008,  p.  62) . 
 The Penn family managed to con-
trol  the narrat ion of  their  legacy through 
Benjamin West ’ s  images,  and the ef fects 
pers i s t  in Pennsylvania today.  In exam-
ining West ’ s  depict ion of  Will iam Penn’s 
Treaty with the Indians (and a l l  his torical 
art ) ,  i t  i s  essentia l  to understand the pur-
pose of  i t s  commiss ion.  For his torians , 
one must  a lways place art  in i t s  his torical 
context  and ask—Why was this  message 
developed and for whom? But more im-
portant ly—Whose message i s  going un-
heard? 

For historians, 
one must 

always place art in 
its historical context 

and ask—Why was this 
message developed 
and for whom? But 
more importantly—
Whose message is 
going unheard?
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Within Inferno,  Dante 
Alighieri ’ s  depict ion of  Farina-
ta ,  the 13th century Florentine 

leader of  the Ghibel l ines ,  and 
his  depict ion of  Capaneus,  one 

of  the seven warriors  against 
Thebes ,  contain a s ignif icant 

number of  paral le l s .  By analyz-
ing cantos X and XIV through 
“vert ica l  reading” and examin-

ing Farinata and Capaneus ’  s im-
i lar  themes and commonali t ies , 

I  wil l  argue that  Dante writes 
Capaneus and Farinata to be 

entwined mirrors  of  each oth-
er in order to establ i sh how l i fe 

before death af fects  a  s inner ’ s 
experience in hel l  within The 

Divine Comedy.

Mirroring  of  cantos and characters  with-
in The Divine Comedy is  not uncommon. 
P.W. Damon (1965) argues that  Ulysses 
and Cato are anti-types of  each other; 
Guido da Montefel tro and his  son Buon-
conte Montefel tro are writ ten as  opposite 
mirrors  of  each other in terms of  s in;  and 
metamorphosed,  entwined pairs  — such 
as  Ulysses  and Diomedes — are found 
al l  through the work.  Catherine Keen 
(2016) argues to connect  cantos by a type 
of  “vert ica l  reading” saying that  “the val-
ue of  comparison and retrospection,  to 
identi fy connections between episodes in 
dif ferent canti  or  cantiche [cantos] ,  soon 
emerges” when this  type of  reading is 
done (p.  55) .  Dante ’ s  Inferno (1472/1996) 
centers  around planned separat ion of  hu-
man s inners  by divine edict ,  but at  the 
same t ime,  centers  around human con-
nection:  the desire to see loved ones or 
enemies ,  to speak with each other even 
when not a l lowed,  and to metamorphose 
into one being from two. When applying 
this  type of  analysis  to Farinata of  canto X 
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and Capaneus of  canto XIV, they quickly 
emerge as  another pair  created in tandem 
with each other.  By analyzing paral le l s 
concerning I)  l inguist ic  s imilar i t ies ,  I I ) 
personal i ty and pride,  I II )  physical  sensa-
t ion in hel l ,  IV) parental  s tr i fe ,  V) earthly 
attachments  and lack of  confess ion,  and 
VI)  their  negative charge in movement 
towards purgatory,  I  wil l  argue that  Dan-
te establ i shes  commonali t ies  between the 
two characters  and makes them mirrors 
of  each other in order to establ i sh how 
l i fe  before death af fects  a  s inner ’ s  experi-
ence in hel l  within The Divine Comedy. 

I :  Linguist ic Paral lels 
Linguist ic  paral le l s  between Fari-

nata and Capaneus make themselves  im-
mediate ly apparent as  the f irs t  indicat ion 
that  these men ref lect  each other.  They 
share disdain for their  Christ ian sur-
roundings:  “He [Capaneus]  had,  and st i l l 
seems to have,  /  God in disdain” and “He 
[Farinata]  was /  r i s ing up with his  breast 
and forehead as  i f  he had /  Hel l  in great 
disdain” (Dante,  1472/1996,  XIV. 69-70, 
X. 34-36) .  Farinata i s  one who is  “great-
souled,”  and Capaneus i s  “great”  (X. 73, 
XIV. 46) .  Both s inners  are a l so predom-
inantly s tat ic ;  Farinata ’ s  head and eye-
brow movements  in X. 88 and X. 44 are 
the only movements  he makes ,  whereas 
Capaneus remains s t i l l  through his  entire 
canto.

Fire and heat  play a  s imilar  role 
both l inguist ica l ly and within each man’s 
death.   Each canto mentions f ire  in re la-
t ion to ci t ies :  “City of  f i re”  and “Flames 
that  Alexander saw in the hot /  parts  of  In-
dia” (Dante,  1472/1996,  X. 22,  XIV. 31-
32) .  Farinata bakes within his  sepulcher, 
and Capaneus l ies  on burning sand with 
f ire  raining down upon him. Regarding 
death,  Farinata and his  wife ’ s  bodies  were 
“exhumed and burned,”  and Capaneus 
was s truck down by Zeus ’ s  thunderbolt : 
“ . . .another example of  f i re  from heaven” 
(pp.  163,  228) .   Their  cantos are writ-

ten to mimic each other in a  way that  i s 
quickly vis ible ,  eas i ly establ i shing a con-
nection from the f irs t  reading.

I I :  Paral lels Pertaining to 
Personality and Pride

Farinata ,  born Manente de Ubert i , 
was a  real  person who led the Florentine 
Ghibel l ines  from 1239 to 1264.  He was 
an extremely powerful  leader and war-
rior ,  responsible for driving the invad-
ing Guelfs  out of  Florence in 1248,  and 
again in 1251.  After  his  death,  he was 
charged with heresy by the Guelphs and 
excommunicated (note by R.M. Durl-
ing on Dante,  1472/1996,  X. 32) .  Cap-
aneus,  in comparison,  i s  one of  the Sev-
en Against  Thebes ,  seven characters  of 
Stat ius ’  (90/1995) Thebaid who fought 
against  Thebes as  a  result  of  King Oe-
dipus ’  death.  He is  an extremely proud, 
large warrior who holds  contempt for the 
gods and does not pray to them. When 
he screams insults  at  Jupiter  from atop a 
wal l  of  the ci ty Thebes during book ten, 
Jupiter  s tr ikes  him down with a l ightning 
bolt  due to his  pride and hubris .  Both 
men were f ierce warriors  f ighting to take 
hold of  a  ci ty,  despite being from dif fer-
ent eras  and even dif ferent real i t ies .

Capaneus i s ,  of  course,  a  symbol of 
pride and hubris .   Dante knew Capaneus 
from the Thebaid,  in which H. A.  Ma-
son (1992) argues that  “Stat ius  converted 
Capaneus from a human rebel  against  the 
gods [referencing Seven Against  Thebes 
by Aeschylus]  to a  potentia l  r ival  of  the 
gods” (p.  8) .  I t  i s  this  characterizat ion 
that  Dante has  of  Capaneus—not the hu-
man-against-the-gods,  Prometheus-l ike, 
“bad boy” of  the Seven Against  Thebes , 
but a  Nimrod-l ike f igure of  r ivalry and 
hubris .  Stat ius ’  (90/1995) Capaneus hates 
the gods:  “Held just ice irksome and de-
spised the gods,”  only worshipping him-
sel f  (3 .603) .  His  own pride extends past 
the acceptable measure of  even Pagan 
standards ,  meaning that  his  prideful  at t i-
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tude within Christ ian standards would be 
immeasurable .  

Farinata ’ s  own pride,  while  not as 
blatant ly spoken of  as  Capaneus ’ ,  i s  a l so 
s ignif icant .  “Al l  generat ions of  read-
ers  have been struck by the indomitable 
pride and courage displayed by Farinata ’ s 
monumental  f igure,  perhaps the most  im-
press ive in the entire  Inferno,”  says  Durl-
ing (1998,  p.  139) .  Farinata i s  described 
using the word magnanimo, which has 
important connotat ions:  “I f  we turn to 
Latin poetry,  we f ind that  the adject ive 
magnanimus could be used in a  way that 
emphasized the l ink between magnitudo 
animi and pride or ambi-
t ion” (Dante,  1472/1996, 
X. 73;  Scott ,  1962,  p. 
98) .  Farinata i s  hai led as 
a  great  man,  but the ety-
mology surrounding his 
descript ion reveals  his 
un-Christ ian-l ike pride 
and ambit ion.

Dante (1472/1996) 
characterizes  the s in of 
pride as  physical ly large 
and imposing within 
both cantos ,  creat ing yet 
another paral le l  between 
the two. Capaneus i s  a  mass ive f igure, 
physical ly :  “Held just ice irksome and de-
spised the gods;  /  And prodigal  was he 
of his  own l i fe  /  Should anger urge—a 
centaur he might seem /  of  Phloe’s  dark 
forests  or  a  match /  For Etna’s  Cyclopses” 
(Stat ius ,  90/1995,  3.603-607) .  Farinata 
i s  described as  “great-souled”;  he “stood 
erect”  even when s i t t ing (X. 73,  32) .  Fur-
thermore,  the placement of  Dante in re-
lat ion to Farinata creates  the image of  a 
mass ive f igure towering over Dante:  “He 
stood at  the foot of  [Capaneus ’ s]  tomb” 
(X. 40) .  Instead of  us ing dif ferent meth-
ods to physical ly showcase pride that 
would dis t inct ly separate these men and 
give them more individual i s t ic  personal-
i t ies ,  they are brought c loser  together by 

their  matching manifestat ions.

I I I :  Paral lels Concerning Physical 
Sensation in Hell

An Epicurean,  Farinata appears  in 
Canto X where he i s  placed within the 
s ixth circ le  ( the Heret ics)  because of  his 
bel ief  that  the soul  dies  with the body, 
instead of  bel ieving that  the soul  wil l  be 
reunited with the body come the second 
coming of  Christ .  “Epicurus and his  fol-
lowers  have their  cemetery in /  this  part , 
who make the soul  die with the body,” 
s tates  Virgi l—a bel ief  which direct ly con-
tradicts  the teachings found within the 

Bible (Dante,  1472/1996, 
X. 13-14) .  To Epicure-
ans,  the soul  i s  not im-
mortal :  their  body and 
soul  are bound to the 
earth. 

The placement of 
Capaneus i s  more com-
plicated and requires 
more discuss ion to un-
derstand.  Capaneus—a 
Pagan who existed be-
fore the t ime of  Christ—
appears  in Canto XIV of 

Inferno and is  punished for 
blaspheming against  Zeus.  Dante places 
him in the third subcircle  within the sev-
enth circ le  of  hel l ,  “ the violent against 
God,  Nature,  or  industry,”  a  placement 
that  fascinates  scholars  due to Dante ’ s 
seeming assert ion that  even Pagans who 
blaspheme against  their  Pagan gods are 
s t i l l  p laced within a Christ ian hel l  (Dan-
te,  1472/1996,  XIV).  Virgi l  says  that  Ca-
paneus “holds  /  God in disdain and re-
spects  him l i t t le”  instead of  holding Zeus 
in disdain (XIV. 69-70) .  The implicat ion 
here i s  that  even a s inner who has  never 
heard of  Christ ianity before,  i f  they act 
in a  way unfi t t ing for a  Christ ian to act , 
wil l  be sent to hel l .  Dante the Poet ap-
pears  to assert  that  those who go against 
their  own non-Christ ian gods are rebel-

Despite their 
differences in sin 

and their differing 
placement in hell, 

Farinata and 
Capaneus are the only 

sinners who do not 
physically experience 

their punishments.
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l ing against  the Christ ian God himsel f 
and wil l  therefore be punished.

As seductive as  that  idea i s ,  how-
ever,  a  more real i s t ic  analysis  i s  due to 
the commonly held bel ief  in the Middle 
Ages that  Pagans could be pre-Chris-
t ian prophets  and therefore their  Pagan 
gods were pref igurat ions of  the Christ ian 
God. To Dante,  Zeus and God would be 
the same creat ion.  In Dante ’ s  t ime,  many 
Christ ians bel ieved that  the Pagans had 
seen some spir i tual  Christ ian truth even 
before said Pagans knew what Christ i-
anity was,  and therefore the Pagan gods 
would be treated in a  somewhat s imilar 
fashion to the Christ ian God:  

On the one hand,  the Christ ian poet 
does not hesi tate to denounce the 
’ fa l se  and lying gods ’  of  the ancient 
Romans (Dante,  1996,  i ,  72) ;  on the 
other ,  he associates  ancient divin-
it ies  with the angel ic  intel l igenc-
es  that  govern the various heavens 
(Convivio n,  iv ,  1-7) ,  as  though the 
Pagan Romans had gl impsed part 
of  the Christ ians ’  truth.  In fact ,  the 
Christ ian poet  who was bold enough 
to refer  to Christ  as  “supreme Jove” 
(Purg.  vi ,  118) judges a  Pagan by the 
laws and rel igious numina he knew 
and should have revered.  Capaneus 
i s  therefore damned for his  impious 
rebel l ion against  God,  known to him 
under the mask of  Jove.  (Scott ,  1998, 
p.  188) . 

In reading Zeus as  a  pre-Christ ian symbol 
of  God,  the placement does make sense. 
Capaneus denied Zeus as  his  savior and 
blasphemed against  him—he therefore 
denied God and blasphemed against  Him 
as  wel l ,  act ions that  appropriate ly place 
him in the third subcircle .

Despite their  di f ferences in s in and 
their  di f fer ing placement in hel l ,  Farina-
ta and Capaneus are the only s inners  who 
do not physical ly experience their  pun-
ishments .  Capaneus does not register  the 
physical  pain his  shade should be endur-

ing.  “Who is  that  great  one who seems not 
to mind the /  f i re ,  and l ies  there scornful 
and frowning?” Dante the pi lgrim asks 
Virgi l  of  Capaneus,  who is  unbothered by 
the f ire  (Dante,  1472/1996,  XIV. 46-47) . 
He l ies  there sur ly and annoyed,  the rain 
not “r ipening” him in any way (XIV. 48) . 
Similar ly,  Farinata r i ses  from his  tomb 
“with his  breast  and forehead as  i f  he had 
/  hel l  in great  disdain” and is  never de-
scribed as  bothered or in pain (X. 35-
36) .  The image of  a  tortured shade being 
disdainful  towards his  torturer i s  s tr iking 
and a lmost  s ingular  throughout Inferno—
his  only companion in such an att i tude 
being Capaneus.  

I  posi t  that  Farinata appears  un-
bothered by hel l ’ s  punishments  due to his 
Epicurean bel iefs  when he was a l ive.  The 
fol lowing Epicurean phi losophy explains 
why Farinata would not bel ieve in phys-
ical  sensat ion after  his  death:

The soul  has  sensat ion owing to 
i t s  protect ion within the body,  to 
which i t  communicates  sensat ion. 
Even though parts  of  the body be 
lost ,  the soul  s t i l l  has  sensat ion;  but 
i f  the soul  be lost ,  the body ceases  to 
feel ;  and so does the soul  when the 
body is  broken up.  (Epicurus ,  207-
217/1940a,  p.  17)

Addit ional ly,  Epicurus (207-271/1940b) 
s tates ,  “Become accustomed to the bel ief 
that  death i s  nothing to us .  For a l l  good 
and evi l  consis t s  in sensat ion,  but death 
i s  a  deprivat ion of  sensat ion” (p.  30) .  Ac-
cording to his  own phi losophy,  Farinata 
does not bel ieve that  he can feel  once he 
i s  dead.  There i s ,  of  course,  contention 
between scholars  whether the c la im that 
Farinata does not feel  his  punishment i s 
accurate,  but Dante ’ s  own descript ion of 
Farinata in combination with the addi-
t ional  evidence that  the Epicurean phi-
losophy provides  supports  the argument 
that  there i s  a  much stronger chance that 
Farinata does not feel  his  physical  pun-
ishment than academics have previously 
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considered.
As for Capaneus,  he has  not changed 

from his  earthly,  l iving state at  a l l ;  he has 
no concept of  a  Christ ian God. Hilar i-
ously,  Capaneus doesn’t  seem to even un-
derstand where he i s :  “As I  /  was a l ive, 
so am I  dead” (Dante,  1472/1996,  XIV. 
50-51) .  Capaneus cr ies  out ,  this  cry a l so 
being “a reference to the Stoic idea of 
consis tency and imperturbabi l i ty,  again 
involving a l lus ion to Farinata ,”  further 
emphasizing his  unchanging nature and 
his  dismissa l  of  Christ ian theology (note 
by R.M. Durl ing on Dante,  1472/1996, 
XIV. 51) .  He st i l l  bel ieves  that  he has  re-
bel led against  Zeus,  not God—he refers 
to a l l  powers  as  Zeus (XIV. 52-60) .  Ca-
paneus implies  that  he does not under-
s tand where he i s—so much so that  the 
idea of  a  Christ ian God and a Christ ian 
Hel l ,  even as  he experiences those things, 
remain completely unknown and unac-
knowledged.  Capaneus died a Pagan and 
his  grasp of  Christ ianity i s  as  non-exis-
tent as  i t  was when he died;  how can i t 
be any dif ferent ,  i f  he i s  dead as  he was 
a l ive?

The lack of  physical  pain that  both 
s inners  endure,  when analyzed in tan-
dem with Farinata and Capaneus ’  bel iefs 
in l i fe ,  creates  the poss ibi l i ty that  l iving 
bel iefs  a l so af fect  the s trength of  how a 
s inner physical ly feels  their  punishment. 
Hel l  does not exis t  independently of  the 
l iving world.  Rather,  “What we see in the 
punishments  of  the damned are f igura-
t ive repl icat ions of  the act ions or natures 
of  s ins  themselves ,”  which accounts  for 
the way hel l  ref lects  the choices  that  the 
damned made during their  l ives  (Cogan, 
1999,  p.  37) .  In both cases ,  the choice to 
turn away from God was a  wil l ing one, 
despite the dif ferent theological  back-
grounds.  Farinata had Christ ian knowl-
edge and chose to turn away from God 
knowing Bibl ica l  truth.  As for Capaneus, 
his  choice to turn from Zeus functions in 
the same manner when contextual iz ing 

Christ ian theology towards Paganism in 
the Middle Ages.  In l i fe ,  neither Farinata 
nor Capaneus adhered to Christ ian tradi-
t ion.  I t  i s  my argument that  Farinata and 
Capaneus ’  l iving bel iefs  and act ions pre-
dict  their  experience in hel l ,  and in their 
cases ,  predict  their  inabi l i ty to feel  pain.

IV: Parental Strife
Both Farinata and Capaneus dis-

play a broken parental-versus-f i l ia l  re la-
t ionship with their  creator and turn away 
from Him. Farinata i s  posi t ioned l ike Je-
sus Christ ,  his  body placed in Imago Pi-
etat i s ,  but  unl ike Jesus  whose soul  exis t-
ed past  death,  Farinata did not bel ieve in 
the immortal i ty of  the soul .  In contrast 
to Jesus  Christ  who al lowed his  body to 
die because of  the wil l  of  God,  Farina-
ta “ l i tera l ly cause[s]  his  soul  to die” by 
being an Epicurean (Durl ing,  1998,  p. 
138) .  The abrupt arr ival  of  Cavalcante 
de’  Cavalcanti ,  who interrupts  Farinata 
to ask Dante about his  son and becomes 
overcome with agony when he bel ieves 
his  son to be dead,  throws the bastardized 
representat ion of  Jesus  and God’s  famil-
ia l  re lat ionship into even greater  re l ief 
(Dante,  1472/1996,  X. 52-73) .  This  emo-
tional  exchange between Dante and Cav-
alcante highl ights  Farinata ’ s  lack of  emo-
tional  connection to other humans and to 
God: he does not ask about anyone he 
loves ,  s imply of  Florence.  This  parental 
s tr i fe  and representat ion of  fatherhood is 
so s trong in Canto X that  i t  even reach-
es Dante:  “In Farinata and Cavalcante, 
then,  Dante encounters  fathers :  l i tera l ly 
the father and father-in-law of  his  c los-
est  fr iend,  but a l so fathers  of  his  c i ty, 
past  leaders  of  Florence,  where they were 
part ly responsible for the heri tage of  civ-
i l  s tr i fe  that  plagues i t”  (Durl ing,  1998, 
p.  137) .  Canto X is  r ipe with fathers  and 
representat ions of  fa i led and/or miscon-
strued father-son relat ionships .

 Capaneus i s  l inked with parental 
s tr i fe  as  wel l  when we read him as  De 
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Scipio (1990) does :  “I f  Capaneus i s  the 
prime example of  pride in his  revolt 
against  God,  then the seventh circ le  rep-
resents  the centra l  point  for  the s tructure 
of  Hel l .  I t  establ i shes  a  direct  symbolic 
l ink between Capaneus and Lucifer  as  the 
primary f igures  of  rebel l iousness  against 
God” (p.  176) .  In this  way,  we can see 
Capaneus as  being l inked with Lucifer . 
We see an emblem of not only pride but 
also fa i led love l inked with pride—Luci-
fer  was God’s  most  beloved angel .  How-
ever,  Lucifer  chose to abandon God and 
reject  him, s imilar  to the way Capane-
us cannot even recognize God. Lucifer 
a l so chooses  to go against  God and f ight 
him, in the same way Capaneus choos-
es  to rage against  Zeus and turn from 
him. Addit ional ly,  not only are Capaneus 
and Lucifer  l inked,  but Capaneus i s  a l so 
from the Thebaid—Thebes i t se l f  being 
profoundly emblematic of  parental-ver-
sus-f i l ia l  s tr i fe .

V: Earthly Attachments and Lack 
of Confession

Both Farinata and Capaneus are 
bothered more by earthly events  than 
their  own punishments  in hel l .  Farina-
ta ’ s  la i s sez-faire at t i tude towards Hel l  i s 
c lear  throughout his  speech.  He speaks 
to Virgi l  and Dante the Pi lgrim only of 
earthly,  pol i t ica l  things such as  Florence, 
their  ancestors ,  and the wars .  When dis-
cuss ing the discord between the Guelphs 
and the Ghibel l ines ,  Farinata s tates ,  “ ‘ I f 
they [the Ghibel l ines]  have /  learned 
that  art  [of  returning] badly. ’  he said, 
‘ that  torments  me /  more than this  bed’” 
(Dante,  1472/1996,  X. 76-78) .  As for Ca-
paneus,  his  earthly emotion was so pow-
erful  that  i t  direct ly shaped the way in 
which he experiences Hel l .  Even Virgi l 
says ,  “No /  punishment,  other than your 
rage,  would be /  suffer ing of  a  measure 
with your fury” (XIV. 64-66) .  Addit ion-
al ly,  an interest ing paral le l  appears  here 
between Farinata ’ s  earth-bound phi loso-

phy and Capaneus ’  body being forced to 
l ie  on hel l ’ s  ground.  For both these men, 
these earthly events  are more powerful 
than the punishment God has  created for 
ei ther of  them.

Neither Farinata nor Capaneus are 
able to explain why they are in Hel l .  In 
both cantos ,  Virgi l  i s  the one to explain 
why they are punished (Dante,  1472/1996, 
X. 13-14,  XIV. 62-71) .   Other s inners  do 
not understand their  s in,  real ly ,  but they 
are s t i l l  able to discuss  i t ,  such as  Fran-
cesca does in Canto V: “But i f  you have 
so much desire to know the f irs t  /  root 
of  our love,  I  wil l  do as  one who weeps 
and /  speaks” (X. 124-126) .  Important ly, 
there i s  no confess ion for ei ther Farinata 
or Capaneus,  when in many other cantos 
the s inners  confess .  Neither Capaneus nor 
Farinata admit  to gui l t ,  or  to their  s in as 
a  such.  Capaneus ta lks  only of  his  death 
by thunderbolt  and does not name God 
once,  not understanding the truth of  God 
or Christ ianity,  or  understanding that 
his  death and placement in hel l  i s  the re-
sult  of  committ ing a s in.  Farinata speaks 
only of  earthly pol i t ics .  The only s tate-
ment that  could be considered a confes-
s ion is  spoken by Farinata when he says , 
“Your speech makes you manifest  as  a  na-
t ive of  /  that  noble father land to which 
perhaps I  was too /  harmful”  (X. 25-27) . 
Here,  Farinata ’ s  admiss ion of  gui l t  i s  not 
about his  being an Epicurean—rather,  i t 
i s  about his  earthly acts .  To both Farinata 
and Capaneus,  their  s ins  do not exis t ,  and 
therefore they never partake in any form 
of meaningful  confess ion. 

The absence of  confess ion from 
Farinata and Capaneus creates  interest ing 
implicat ions,  especia l ly when considered 
in tandem with the s tandards of  confes-
s ion at  the t ime.  “Regular  confess ion—
with i t s  focus on personal  s infulness  and 
the need to examine one’s  faults  year af ter 
year—was a  longstanding and int imately 
famil iar  pract ice,”  Steinberg (2013) says 
of  medieval  Christ ian tradit ion (p.  479) . 
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Confess ion,  being one of  the seven sac-
raments ,  i s  s t i l l  considered a way of  vi ta l 
importance to be c lose to God. Farinata 
and Capaneus ’  lack of  confess ion and lack 
of  gui l t  does not just  create yet  another 
mirror between the two, but a l so estab-
l i shes  a  s imilar  dis tant  re lat ionship with 
Christ ianity—just  as  their  fa i led parental 
re lat ionships  with God and their  connec-
tion to the earth instead of  the Christ ian 
after l i fe  do.

VI: Negative Charge in 
Movement Towards Purgatory
Farinata and Capaneus have the po-

tentia l  to go to Purgatory,  but i t  would 
require much change.  This  i s  an extraor-
dinari ly contentious s tatement.  Virgi l 
bel ieves  that  Pagans are permanently 
damned;  he says  about the damned Pa-
gans that  “they did not s in;  and i f  they 
have merit ,  i t  i s  not enough, because they 
did not have baptism” (Dante,  1472/1996, 
IV.  34-35) .  His  assumption is  that  even 
a Pagan who does not s in i s  s t i l l  damned 
to hel l ,  no matter  what .  However,  Stein-
berg’s  (2013) conclusion dif fers :  “Virgi l ’ s 
c la im, then,  that  the souls  in Limbo have 
not s inned is  without foundation” (p. 
479) .  As the Harrowing of  Hel l  indicates , 
spir i t s  cursed to Hel l  can be saved:  there 
i s  the poss ibi l i ty that  a  s inner can ascend 
to Purgatory,  even after  being damned. 
Harrowing of  Hel l  creates  an exceed-
ingly smal l  poss ibi l i ty of  transformation, 
one that  i s  so fascinat ing that  i t  deserves 
some considerat ion.

Farinata and Capaneus ’  lack of  gui l t 
for  their  s ins  and their  lack of  confess ion, 
as  wel l  as  their  lack of  love for any form 
of God—real ly,  their  lack of  even com-
prehension  for  what they did—create a 
sort  of  ‘negative charge’  in terms of  their 
spir i tual  journey and/or redemption.  I f  a 
s inner has  the potentia l  to ascend to Pur-
gatory or to leave Hel l ,  as  many s inners 
did during the Harrowing of  Hel l ,  there 
would certainly be certain s tandards a 

s inner must  meet .  I f  Purgatory i s  about 
ref inement,  then a s inner must  accept that 
they require ref inement and trust  in God 
to change them for the better .  Confess-
ing one’s  s in i s  the f irs t  s tep—acknowl-
edgement of  what one did wrong. Many 
s inners ,  both Pagan and Christ ian,  pos-
sessed such knowledge:  Francesca,  Bru-
netto,  Guido da Montefel tro—seemingly 
the majori ty.  They are able to explain 
why they f ind 
themselves  in-
terred in eter-
nal  damnation. 
But Farinata 
and Capaneus 
cannot do even 
that . 

I n t e r e s t -
ingly,  i f  this  pu-
ri f icat ion does 
begin to occur, 
Farinata and 
Capaneus might 
begin to expe-
rience pain.  To 
experience pain 
in Hel l  i s  to a l-
low God to in-
f luence you, 
which neither 
Farinata nor 
Capaneus do.  I 
bel ieve the f irs t 
s tep in their  as-
cending to Pur-
gatory would be let t ing go of  those 
earthly attachments  and a l lowing God’s 
Hel l  to perform the duties  i t  i s  supposed 
to do,  including the torture of  physical 
sensat ion.  Purgatory i s  ref inement,  trans-
formation,  and a let t ing go of  a l l  earthly 
desires .  I f  the way to be saved from Hel l 
and sent to Purgatory i s  to truly be wor-
thy of  such a movement,  l ike those that 
Jesus  saved during the Harrowing,  then 
a love for God is  necessary,  as  wel l  as  an 
acceptance of  Him, his  acts ,  and inf luence 
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in order to re-
ceive that  love. 
Pain would a l so 
be necessary 
because as  the 
f irs t  s tep in ex-
periencing a Christ ian connection. 

VII :  Conclusion
Dante’s  Inferno is  a  mix of  intertex-

tual i ty from his  main characters ,  themes, 
and quoted books.  I t  i s  a  puzzle of  Class i-
cal  and Medieval  references ,  wrapped in 
conjoined meanings which t ie  together 
Christ ianity and Paganism. To not care 
about these connections dismisses  an in-
tegral  part  of  The Divine Comedy,  an as-
pect  so important to Dante that  he con-
structed the entire s tory around i t .  For 
this  reason,  the s tudy of  Farinata and 
Capaneus i s  extremely important .  Ignor-
ing this  pair  of  men ignores  the vert i-
cal  weaving of  The Inferno and,  in doing 
so,  ignores  one of  the most  essentia l  e le-
ments  of  the entire poem.  

When analyzed together,  Farinata 
and Capaneus provide insight into both 
Dante ’ s  concept of  Christ ianity and or-
ganizat ion of  characters ,  as  wel l  as  his 
phi losophy on the various s ins  that  Far-
inata and Capaneus commit.  These two 
warriors  are another example of  Dante ’ s 
fascinat ing intertextual i ty which creates 
the vivid world of  The Divine Comedy. 
Their  mirrored strong earthly attach-
ments ,  lack of  physical  pain within hel l , 
broken famil ia l  re lat ionship with God, 
excess ive pride,  lack of  confess ion,  and 
lack of  gui l t  connect  them through the 
Inferno as  another remarkable,  entwined 
pair .  The negative charge they demon-
strate in terms of  s in and how the theol-
ogy surrounding these characters  creates 
the poss ibi l i ty that  ascension from hel l  i s 
poss ible an extremely excit ing analyt ica l 
poss ibi l i ty that  i s  worth further s tudy. 
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The object ive of  this  research paper i s  to explore ways 
in which Los Tigres  Del  Norte ’ s  music depicts  the Latinx 

immigrant experience in the United States .  Los Tigres  Del 
Norte (LTDN) are one of  the most  celebrated norteño bands 

on both s ides  of  the U.S.  border.  They have received nu-
merous awards for more than f i f ty years  in the business ,  ce-
menting themselves  as  cultural  icons for mil l ions of  people 
across  the American continent.  Their  music offers  a  look 
into the overlooked world of  Lat inx immigrants  and their 

dai ly s truggles .  A non-obstructive content analysis  method 
was used to gather and analyze LTDN’s music .  The data was 

made up of  thirty-two individual  songs from dif ferent a l-
bums,  a l l  of  which made some reference to immigrants  and 
their  experiences .  Three reoccurring themes emerged when 
analyzing their  music .  They describe the Latinx immigrant 
experience as :  (1)  painful  and unjust ;  (2)  s tress ful ;  (3)  and 

contextual ized by a Pan-American identi ty.  LTDN’s music 
takes  on an ethnographic role within the Latinx community 
that  has  earned the group the t i t le  of  la  voz del  pueblo,  vox 
populi ,  or  the voice of  the people.  The immigrant experi-

ence remains complex and often misunderstood by outs iders ; 
however,  LTDN’s music offers  ins ight into the l ives  of  mil-
l ions of  Lat inx immigrants  l iving in and making their  way 

into the U.S. 
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Introduction
 It  i s  est imated that  by the year 
2050,  non-Hispanic Whites  wil l  become 
the minority race in the United States 
(Passe l  & Cohn, 2008) .  For the f irs t  t ime 
in history,  Lat inx,  African Americans, 
Asians ,  and other racia l  and ethnic mi-
norit ies  wil l  make up the majori ty of  the 
populat ion.  Of these groups,  the Latinx 
community i s  the fastest  growing mi-
nority group in America.  As the Latinx 
populat ion increases ,  so does i t s  pol i t ica l 
and socioeconomic inf luence.  This  major 
shif t  in the U.S.  demographic has  been 
s lowly forming for more than s ixty years . 
As a  result ,  the Latinx culture has  f lour-
ished.  Los Tigres  Del  Norte ’ s  (LTDN), 
a  Mexican American musical  group,  are 
just  one example of  f lourishing Latinx 
culture in the U.S.  The present s tudy 
aims to analyze ways in which LTDN’s 
music portrays this  Lat inx immigrant ex-
perience.

For years  America has  re l ied on 
immigrant labor to keep the economy 
moving in agricultural ,  restaurant ,  con-
struction,  and hospita l i ty sectors  and 
continues to do so today.  Although there 
i s  no concrete data on the labor of  un-
documented immigrants ,  the Bureau of 
Labor Stat i s t ics  (BLS) (2020) found that 
“ in 2019 that  there were 28.4 mil l ion for-
eign-born persons in the U.S.  labor force, 
compris ing 17.4 percent of  the entire la-
bor force” (“Highlights  from the 2019 
data”) .  This  17.4 percent i s  made up of 
both legal ly admitted and undocument-
ed immigrants ,  refugees ,  and temporary 
res idents .  The BLS also shows that  about 
hal f  of  those 28.4 mil l ion foreign-born 
immigrants  are Lat inx,  who are “more 
l ikely than nat ive-born workers  to be 
employed in service occupations;  natural 
resources ,  construction,  and maintenance 
occupation;  and production,  transporta-
t ion,  and materia l  moving occupations” 
(“Highlights  from the 2019 data”) . 

Mil l ions of  Lat inx people have 

f i l led the demand for labor,  bringing 
their  own culture and music into the U.S. 
One of  the most  acclaimed and celebrated 
cultural  icons on both s ides  of  the bor-
der has  been LTDN. They are considered 
la  voz del  pueblo ,  the voice of  the peo-
ple.  Los Tigres  are an extremely popular 
group,  in the U.S.  and Mexico,  as  wel l 
as  in a l l  of  Lat in America.  The band was 
s tarted in 1968,  and in their  52 years  as 
profess ional  musicians they have received 
many honors  and achievements—such as 
winning seven Grammys,  a  s tar  on the 
Hol lywood walk of  fame,  a  dedicated 
MTV specia l ,  and even streets  named af-
ter  them (“About Los Tigres  Del  Norte,” 
n.d. ) .

LTDN have recorded over f i f ty a l-
bums and more than f ive hundred songs. 
They are so popular  within the Latinx 
music scene that  other art i s t s ,  f rom var-
ious di f ferent genres ,  choose to col labo-
rate with them— Paulina Rubio,  Juanes , 
Marco Antonio Sol i s ,  Cal le  13,  Alejan-
dro Fernandez,  and more.  One of  their 
most  recent and notable honors  has  been 
to play at  Folsom state prison for their 
50 th anniversary in 2018.  They played 
the f irs t  concert  in Folsom since Johnny 
Cash,  who historical ly performed there in 
1968.  Furthermore,  LTDN are recognized 
by general  audiences in s ignif icant num-
bers .  They have accumulated 5,266,412 
monthly l i s teners  and 2,407,656 fol low-
ers  through Spoti fy.  Their  top 10 songs 
in Spoti fy range from 11 mil l ion l i s tens , 
to as  high as  94 mil l ion (Birchmeier , 
n.d. ) .  These numbers  are impress ive con-
sidering that  not a l l  Lat inx people in the 
U.S.  and their  home country s tr ict ly use 
Spoti fy.

LTDN have been very popular 
with Latinx immigrants .  Unlike many 
other art i s t s  who lose their  populari ty 
once subsequent generat ions ass imilate , 
LTDN continue to mix their  tradit ion-
al  s tyle  with newer musical  trends that 
keep them on top of  bi l lboards and pop-
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ular  among the younger generat ions.  As 
the Latinx populat ion continues to in-
crease,  the inf luence of  LTDN grows 
with i t .  Because of  their  inf luence,  the 
growing Latinx populat ion in the U.S. , 
and the heightened xenophobia in the 
current pol i t ica l  c l imate,  i t  i s  now more 
important than ever to explore how the 
Latinx immigrant experience i s  portrayed 
by the lyrics  of  LTDN. An analysis  of 
their  music can improve the l ives  of  mil-
l ions of  Lat inx immigrants  by dignifying 
them, giving them a sense of  belonging, 
and most  important ly,  encouraging our 
pol i t ica l  and cultural  leaders  to create a 
more just  and equitable society. 

Literature Review: Music Para La 
Raza

Most of  the current l i terature agrees 
that  LTDN is  popular  with the Latinx 
immigrant populat ion because of  their 
expl ici t  ef fort  to te l l  Lat inx stories .  This 
natural  authentici ty and connection with 
their  l i s tener make their  music an ethno-
graphical  record of  their  l ived experienc-
es ,  values ,  and ever-changing identi t ies . 
Their  music i s  a  record of  what immi-
grants  see themselves  as  and of  the things 
that  they have a lways wanted to say but 
have never been able to say due to fear 
and a lack of  pol i t ica l  inf luence. 

Historical Context
To appreciate the s ignif icance of 

LTDN’s music on the topic of  immigra-
t ion,  an understanding of  immigrat ion 
in the United States  must  f i r s t  be estab-
l i shed.  The U.S.  i s  commonly referred 
to as  the nat ion of  immigrants .  Since i t s 
conception,  i t  has  seen an inf lux of  indi-
viduals  from numerous nat ions.  Although 
immigrants  come in from al l  parts  of  the 
world,  new waves have primari ly been 
from Latin American countries  south of 
the border.  Much of  the l i terature high-
l ights  the connection between immigra-
t ion and the American economy, saying 

the primary cause of  immigrat ion has 
been a demand for labor caused by wars 
and an increase in international  trade 
(Calvi l lo,  2016) .  We cannot understand 
immigrat ion or LTDN’s lyrics  without 
f irs t  taking into considerat ion the histor-
ical  context  of  the American economy, 
l ike the Bracero Program1 in the 50s and 
international  pol icies  l ike NAFTA (Anz-
aldúa,  2012;  Bigalondo,  2014;  Calvi l lo, 
2016;  Eive,  2000;  Saldívar ,  1999) .

Close to four mil l ion Mexicans 
came to f i l l  the labor demand in agri-
culture caused by World War II  under 
the Bracero Program; however,  most  of 
these immigrants  were later  deported un-
der the Operat ion Wet Back when their 
labor was no longer needed (Calvi l lo, 
2016) .  Although there has  been a con-
stant movement of  people between the 
Mexican-American borders ,  the Bracero 
Program marks the f irs t  U.S.  sponsored 
campaign to bring cheap labor into the 
U.S.  Although the program has ended,  i t s 
cultural  ef fects  are s t i l l  present ,  one of 
them being the s tereotype that  any Lat-
inx immigrant who looks “Mexican” i s 
undocumented,  uneducated,  dirty,  and 
wil l ing to work for low pay (Golash-Bo-
za,  2006) .  From the s tart ,  LTDN’s mu-
sic emphasizes  the demand that  Lat inx 
immigrants  have f i l led throughout labor 
shortages in America.  They a l so point 
out how the average American ci t izen 
has  benefi ted from and continues to ben-
ef i t  f rom Latinx labor. 

Corridos and Their Role in Society
What makes the U.S.  a  mélange of 

cultures  and ethnic divers i ty i s  i t s  immi-
grants .  They come with their  tradit ions, 
their  language,  and most  important ly 
their  music .  Music i s  a  form of commu-
nicat ion and art  that  can offer  a  window 
into the l ives  of  i t s  community.  Mexi-
can immigrants  are no exception,  and 
1 The bracero program was enacted in 1942 and operated 
for almost 20 years (Calvillo, 2016).
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one of  the most  popular  forms of  music 
they have brought to the U.S.  i s  corr i-
dos—a narrat ive s tyle bal lad that  i s  pop-
ular  in Northern Mexico and Southern 
U.S.  (Sauceda,  2014) .  According to Jon-
athan Sauceda (2014) ,  corridos have been 
around for f ive hundred years  and usu-
al ly te l l  a  s tory of  an event,  a  person,  or 
his torical  occurrence.  Their  themes vary 
with t ime and the historical  context  in 
which they are being composed.  Apart 
from being a form of entertainment,  cor-
ridos have served many societa l  functions 
such as  communicat ing socia l  norms, 
spreading news,  and conserving cultural 
identi ty for Mexicans and their  descen-
dants  (Addison,  2007) .

Just  as  s tory-tel l ing i s  used to 
s trengthen the socia l  fabric in other cul-
tures ,  corridos are used among the Lat-
inx community for the same purpose. 
According to Eive (2000) ,  corridos have 
been the primary vehicle  for  the voice 
of  the masses  for  a  very long t ime.  Eive 
and many other scholars  place corridos 
as  the songs of  the working class  (Saldí-
var ,  1999;  Addison,  2007;  Sauceda,  2014; 
Tatar ,  2004) .  Taking into considerat ion 
that  corridos are most  popular  among the 
immigrat ing working class  and that  the 
lyrics  promote tradit ional i s t ic  norms and 
values ,  i t  comes as  no surprise that  immi-
grants  would take this  music with them 
to the U.S. 

Corridos and Immigration
The genre of  corridos has  changed 

as  society changes a long with i t .  As Mex-
icans s tarted immigrat ing to the U.S.  at 
higher rates  in the 1950s and 60s ,  corri-
dos s tarted referr ing to their  experiences 
(Bigalondo,  2014;  Calvi l lo ,  2016) .  Jorge 
Hernández,  the lead s inger and accor-
dion player for Los Tigres ,  explains  to 
Josh Kun in an interview that  the goal  of 
the band has  a lways been to te l l  the real 
s tories  of  their  audience through their 
corridos (2007) .  Analysis  of  LTDN’s lyr-

ics  by other scholars  has  found various 
patterns in LTDN’s interpretat ion of  the 
immigrant experience.  The feel ings that 
immigrants  had a l l  over lapped,  regardless 
of  t ime and song.  Some of  these emo-
tions were depress ion,  i solat ion,  s tress , 
impotence,  hope,  and humor (Bigalondo, 
2014;  Eive,  2000) .  Apart  from describ-
ing the immigrant ’ s  feel ings,  the songs 
a l so recount the immigrant experience as 
a  painful  and chal lenging journey from 
start  to f inish (Bigalondo,  2014;  Calvi l lo, 
2016;  Saldívar ,  1999) . 

One of  the f lagship corridos that 
wel l  represents  a l l  of  these emotions i s 
La Jaula de Oro . 2 This  song perfect ly em-
bodies  the complicated and paradoxical 
re lat ionship that  Lat inx immigrants  have 
with the U.S.  (Bigalondo,  2014;  Saldívar , 
1999) .  The corrido i s  the s tory of  an im-
migrant who compares  himsel f  to a  pris-
oner in a  golden cage.  He is  grateful  for 
the opportunit ies  that  America has  given 
him, yet  at  the same t ime feels  trapped. 
Because he i s  undocumented,  he spends 
a l l  of  his  days in his  house for fear  of 
being deported.  This  corrido brings up 
the feel ing of  ambivalence towards the 
U.S.  that  many immigrants  have.  They 
are happy for the economic progress  they 
have made but saddened by the price they 
paid for i t :  their  family back home, their 
youth,  their  socia l  l i fe ,  and the loss  of 
their  chi ldren’s  culture. 

Crit ique of the Status Quo and 
Establishment of a Pan-American 
Identity 3

Many of  the scholars  who have 
worked with the Latinx immigrant topic 
have used a cr i t ica l  perspect ive to cr i t ique 
societa l  problems that  af fect  Lat inx im-
migrants .  A cri t ica l  perspect ive or cr i t ica l 
theory is  a  lens used by sociologists  to iden-
2  English translation: The golden/gilded cage
3 Pan-American refers to the collective American 
continents. This identity includes all nationalities from the 
American continents into a single one, regardless of race, 
color, language, religion, etc.
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t i fy and 
c r i t i q u e 
s o c i a l 
p r o b l e m s 
t h r o u g h 
r e f l e c t i o n . 
Among the socia l  i s sues  they found are 
the exploitat ion of  Lat inx immigrants 
in the American economy, the pol i t ics 
that  have criminal ized immigrat ion,  and 
the infamous border (Bigalondo,  2014; 
Calvi l lo ,  2016;  Addison,  2007;  Tatar , 
2004) .  LTDN take on a cr i t ica l  perspec-
t ive themselves  in their  music and invite 
the publ ic  to see society through the eyes 
of  an immigrant .  Their  lyrics  point  out 
i s sues  that  many of  us  eas i ly overlook and 
chal lenge the way we think about bor-
ders ,  derogatory words,  colonial i sm, and 
power (Tatar ,  2004) .

Borders  and terr i tories  are socia l 
contracts ,  and the denormalizat ion of  the 
border s tate i s  a  common motif  in LTDN’s 
music .  A scholar  who is  instrumental  in 
the establ i shment of  Lat inx studies  i s  Glo-
ria  E.  Anzaldúa,  whose ideas  are echoed 
throughout the l i terature and LTDN’s 
music .  Anzaldúa (2012) establ i shed the 
border theory,  which i s  the idea that  an 
in-betweenness  or a  l iminal  space exis ts 
on border regions and births  new blood, 
culture,  and art .  This  border culture gives 
r i se  to i t s  own language (Spanglish,  or  the 
common code-switching and code-mesh-
ing native to border towns) ,  music ,  idols , 
folkways,  and other cultural  forms that 
are not from one nat ion or the other ,  but 
a  combination of  both.  Los Tigres  Del 
Norte,  r i s ing to fame in San José,  Cal-
i fornia ,  are a  product of  this  mest izaje 
that  Anzaldúa discusses  in Border lands/La 
Frontera:  The New Mest iza  (2012) .  LTDN 
are the perfect  embodiment of  Anzaldúa’s 
border theory because their  music devi-
ates  from popular  ideas  and presents  a 
new and authentical ly Lat inx paradigm. A 
major component of  the Latinx paradigm 
is  the introduction of  theirPan-American 

i den t i ty—a 
c u l t u r -
al  identi ty 
that  merg-
es a l l  Lat-
inx nat ion-

al i t ies  into one.  Furthermore,  through 
the establ i shment of  the Pan-American 
identi ty,  LTDN’s music gives  the immi-
grant a  sense of  belonging in a  society 
that  s t i l l  often rejects  them (Bigalon-
do,  2014;  Eive,  2000;  Kun & Hernández, 
2007;  Tatar ,  2004) .

Previous Research on Los Tigres 
Del Norte  

Exist ing l i terature on this  topic uses 
content analysis  as  i t s  primary method of 
data col lect ion.  This  i s  because a lmost 
a l l  of  these s tudies  analyze the lyrics  of 
LTDN. Eive (2000) and Calvi l lo (2016) 
a l so used content analysis  and a sample 
composed of  other art i s t s .  Alternat ively, 
Kun (2007) conducted an in-depth inter-
view with Jorge Hernández ( lead s inger, 
accordion player ,  and director of  LTDN) 
to better  understand the musical  group. 
According to the l i terature,  Lat inx im-
migrants  are portrayed in LTDN’s music 
as  s incere,  hard workers ,  and most  im-
portant ly as  people who experience pain, 
love,  and ambit ions for a  better  l i fe . 
Something that  the l i terature i s  lacking is 
quanti tat ive research and in-depth inter-
views or focus groups with LTDN’s au-
dience.  This  quanti tat ive research would 
be necessary to confirm that  their  f ind-
ings are general izable across  mult iple 
populat ions and regions.  Interviews and 
focus groups might a l so be useful  to ex-
plore the ways in which individual  mem-
bers  of  their  audience feel  about LTDN’s 
music .  In this  s tudy,  I  wil l  analyze a  to-
ta l  of  thirty-two individual  songs from 
LTDN, which goes beyond the previous 
l imit  of  s ix in other s tudies .  In doing so,  I 
recognize emerging themes of  songs that 
might not have been so popular  or make 

Through the establishment of the Pan-American 
identity, LTDN’s music gives the immigrant a sense of 

belonging in a society that still often rejects them.
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expl ici t  references to immigrat ion. 
Los Tigres  have transformed them-

selves  into a mirror through which many 
Latinx immigrants  can ref lect  on their 
experiences .  Their  music plays  a  vi ta l 
role in the conservat ion of  culture by an-
alyzing the problems and experiences of 
the community and then s inging about 
them. This  process  of  l i s tening,  analyz-
ing,  composing,  and s inging have made 
the group into ethnographical  research-
ers  who s ing their  work 
instead of  publ i shing i t 
in academia.  In other 
words,  as  cr i t ica l  s to-
rytel lers  of  the Latinx 
immigrant ,  LTDN are 
s imultaneously pub-
l ic  educators .  I  argue 
that  their  unique and 
deep understanding of 
Pan-American sensibi l-
i t ies ,  as  immigrants  and 
outs iders ,  can do three 
things for society. 
Firs t ,  they have the po-
tentia l  to  dest igmatize 
the l ives  of  mil l ions of 
immigrants  within the 
U.S.  Second,  their  mu-
sic can give Latinx im-
migrants  and other im-
migrant groups a  sense 
of  belonging in a  country that  has  been 
historical ly discr iminatory and abusive. 
Last ly and most  important ly,  the pow-
er of  their  music inspires  act ivism and 
helps  government off ic ia l s  make more 
informed decis ions about immigrat ion, 
creat ing a more just  and equitable soci-
ety in which people of  any nat ional i ty or 
race are given respect  and dignity.

Method
The purpose of  this  s tudy was to 

explore the way that  the Latinx immi-
grant experience i s  portrayed by LTDN’s 
music .  Content analysis  i s  an appropriate 

method of  research for this  project  be-
cause i t  i s  a  non-obstructive qual i tat ive 
approach.  This  means that  the research-
er does not interfere with generat ing the 
data because the data a lready exists  out-
s ide of  the research.  Content analysis  i s 
t ime-eff ic ient and inexpensive.  Howev-
er,  i t  can only be used to answer explor-
atory and descript ive research quest ions. 
Addit ional ly,  content analysis  requires  a 
process  of  tr iangulat ion to offer  the re-

search greater  val idi-
ty,  s ince a  s ingle s tudy 
cannot completely ad-
dress  a l l  the dif ferent 
layers  within a topic 
(Hesse-Biber,  2017) . 

Although there 
are hundreds of  other 
songs and art i s t s  with-
in the same genre as 
LTDN, I  chose to fo-
cus on LTDN’s music 
for several  reasons.  The 
members  of  LTDN, 
four brothers  and a 
cousin,  are a l l  immi-
grants  who migrated at 
a  young age to San José, 
Cal i fornia from their 
hometown of  Sinaloa, 
Mexico.  This  gives 
them f irs t-hand experi-

ence with immigrat ion.  When they s ing 
the s tories  of  their  people,  they are a l so 
s inging about themselves .  Having f irs t-
hand experiences with immigrat ion gives 
LTDN a personal  connection to the top-
ic.  Secondly,  out of  a l l  of  the norteño 
bands that  have come from the U.S.  and 
Mexico,  LTDN are by far  the most  pol i t i-
cal ly outspoken.  They are often seen per-
forming in ra l l ies ,  making donations,  and 
advocating for civic responsibi l i t ies  l ike 
voting.  LTDN’s pol i t ica l  engagement 
makes them more than storytel lers  for 
their  people;  their  corridos and pol i t ica l 
ef forts  give the immigrant community a 

 This process of 
l istening, analyzing, 

composing, and 
singing have made 

the group into 
ethnographical 

researchers who sing 
their work instead of 

publishing it in 
academia. In other 
words,  as crit ical 
storytel lers of the 
Latinx immigrant , 

LTDN are 
simultaneously 

public educators .
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real  and powerful  voice.  Last ly,  LTDN 
have been in the music industry for over 
f i f ty years  and are wel l  respected.  Un-
l ike many of  the newer bands or s ing-
ers  ta lking about immigrat ion,  LTDN 
already have a high reputat ion with the 
publ ic .  These three reasons make them an 
ideal  musical  group to s tudy.

 As mentioned previously,  the data 
for this  s tudy is  sampled from a number of 
LTDN albums and focuses  on songs that 
refer  to immigrat ion.  My sample included 
songs quoted in the current l i terature and 
onl ine blogs.  I  a l so l i s tened to the LTDN 
discography and compiled a playl i s t  of 
the songs that  mentioned immigrants . 
Last ,  I  read through al l  of  their  song t i-
t les  in a l l  of  the a lbums that  are avai lable 
on Spoti fy and included the songs whose 
t i t les  referred to immigrants . 

After  l i s tening to and reading 
through the a lbums,  I  ended up with a 
sample s ize of  thirty-two songs,  a l l  of 
which were in one way or another as-
sociated with the immigrant topic.  The 
sample includes the fol lowing songs:  La 
Jaula De Oro  (1973) ,  El Chicano  (1974) , 
El Ausente  (1976) ,  Vivan Los Mojados 
(1977) ,  El Gringo y El Mexicano  (1980) , 
Me Voy de Estas  Tierras  (1982) ,  Frontera 
Internac ional  (1983) ,  La Tumba Del  Moja-
do  (1984) ,  Pedro y Pablo  (1984) ,  El Otro 
México  (1986) ,  Los Hijos  de Hernández 
(1986) ,  América  (1986) ,  Tres Veces  Moja-
do  (1988) ,  Sin Fronteras  (1989) ,  El Tren 
(1994) ,  El Mojado Acaudalado  (1997) , 
Mis Dos Patr ias  (1998) ,  Ni Aquí Ni Allá 
(1998) ,  Por Ser  Sinaloense  (1999) ,  Adiós 
Amigo  (1999) ,  Al Sur Del  Bravo  (2000) ,  De 
Paisano a Paisano  (2000) ,  Campesino Soy 
(2001) ,  Somos Mas Americanos (2001) ,  El 
Centroamericano  (2001) ,  José  Pérez León 
(2004) ,  El Santo de los  Mojados  (2004) , 
El Muro  (2007) ,  América Central  (2007) , 
Rumbo al  Sur  (2008) ,  El Emigrante  (2009) , 
and El Gallo Del  Mojado  (2014) . 

I  became famil iar  with the songs 
by consis tent ly l i s tening to them before 

I  s tarted any analysis .  After  becoming fa-
mil iar  with the songs,  I  made notes  of  each 
song on how it  portrayed the immigrant 
experience by using an open-coding ap-
proach.  I  noted how each song depicted 
feel ings,  ideas ,  and a sense of  identi ty re-
garding immigrat ion.  From these notes , 
three major themes emerged.  Ult imately, 
the col lect ion of  songs worked together 
to create a  tapestry of  the immigrant ex-
perience according to LTDN.

Analysis
The three major themes establ i shed 

in the music of  LTDN are as  fol lows:  (1) 
LTDN’s music portrays the Latinx im-
migrant experience as  unjust  and pain-
ful ;  (2)  LTDN’s music portrays the Lat-
inx immigrant experience as  s tress ful ;  (3) 
LTDN’s music portrays the Latinx immi-
grant identi ty as  a  Pan-American iden-
ti ty.  In the fol lowing sect ion,  I  discuss 
these themes in greater  detai l  and explore 
their  sociological  s ignif icance. 

Pain and Injustice 
 The most  prevalent theme regard-
ing immigrat ion in LTDN’s music i s 
that  the Latinx immigrant experience i s 
painful  and unjust .  Lat inx immigrants  in 
America suffer  because they are separated 
from the l ives  they l ived in their  nat ive 
country,  are exploited in the U.S. ,  and 
experience oppress ive societa l  pressures . 
This  i s  most  apparent in reoccurring lyr-
ics  about longing for what was lef t  be-
hind and the painful  experience of  being 
separated from family,  partners ,  f r iends, 
land,  and culture.  In the song La Jaula de 
Oro (The Golden Cage ) ,  the narrator de-
scribes  himsel f  as  a  prisoner of  his  house 
and his  undocumented status :  “De que me 
s i rve  e l  d inero ,  Si  es toy como pr is ionero , 
Dentro de es ta  gran nac ión ,  Cuando me acu-
erdo hasta l loro ,  Aunque la  jaula sea de oro , 
No deja de ser  pr i s ión . ” 4 Even though he 
4 English translation: What’s money good for, If I live like a 
prisoner, in this great nation, When I’m reminded of this, I 
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i s  thankful  for  the opportunit ies  that  the 
U.S has  af forded him, he compares  the 
country to a  golden cage that  has  given 
him riches ,  but i s  s imultaneously taking 
away his  l iberty. 

This  moti f  of  imprisonment i s  re-
peated in other songs l ike El Emigrante 
(The Immigrant ) ,  in which the narrator 
describes  himsel f  as  a  prisoner who suf-
fers  in separat ion from his  loved ones : 

“Soy emigrante 
que sufre ,  Al es-
tar  tan le jos ,  De 
mis  padres  y mi 
patr ia . ” 5 Oth-
er songs l ike 
Pedro Y Pablo 
(Pedro and Pab-
lo ) ,  El Ausente 
(The Absentee ) , 
and El Tren 
(The Train )  te l l 
us  the s tories 
of  how much 
Latinx immi-
grants  suffer  as 
they are forced 
to leave their 
loved ones be-
hind.  Their  suf-
fer ing reveals 
the values  of 
the Latinx com-
munity,  such as 
c lose family re-
lat ionships  and 

strong love for 
the home-country.  The painful  experi-
ence of  immigrants  in these songs subse-
quently communicates  values  that  might 
be important to l i s teners .  When analyz-
ing the lyrics  of  Pedro Y Pablo ,  El Aus-
ente ,  and El Tren ,  we can understand that 
Lat inpeople value connection with loved 

cry, although this cage is made of gold, It’s still a prison.
5 English translation: I am an immigrant who suffers, 
because I am so far away from my parents and my 
homeland.

ones6 and their  homeland,  while  separa-
t ion from both causes  pain. 
 LTDN music a l so te l l s  us  how im-
migrants  are often abused and exploited 
in the U.S.  because of  their  undocument-
ed status .  The song El Gringo Y El Mex-
icano  (The Gringo and the Mexican )  te l l s 
the s tory of  a  couple who went to work 
for an American in McAllen,  Texas .  The 
American takes  advantage of  their  vulner-
able socia l  s tatus  by raping the woman. 
Under threat  of  deportat ion,  the Mexican 
woman has  no other choice but to give in 
to her employer ’ s  demands.  She te l l s  her 
husband “Si no le  daba mi cuerpo ,  la  inmi-
grac ión nos echaba . ” 7 Many of  these abuses 
are often t imes unreported by the immi-
grant populat ion because they fear  de-
portat ion.  The American pol i t ica l  system 
and demand for labor has  created a vul-
nerable populat ion of  people who are not 
protected by the law and whose humanity 
i s  under constant threat .  LTDN point out 
this  paradox that  one of  the most  power-
ful  nat ions in the world,  priding i t se l f  on 
freedom and just ice,  might have created 
a society where i t s  people have neither .

Another song that  explores  how 
undocumented immigrants  might be ex-
ploited i s  De Paisano a Paisano  (From a 
Friend to a Friend ) .  The song opens with: 
“Nos han echo la  guerra patrul lando f ronter-
as , ” 8 in which the immigrant i s  vulnera-
ble to abuse by a mil i tant  border patrol 
and ranchers .  The declarat ion of  war on 
the border and xenophobic comments  by 
the past  pres identia l  administrat ion have 
dehumanized immigrants  and opened the 
door to abuse.  The corrido a l so mentions 
the economic abuse that  immigrants  must 
endure,  such as  not being paid for work. 
The employer gets  away with this  by 
threatening deportat ion,  which would 
6 Commonly referred to as familismo, familismo is the 
shared communal value of family in the Latinx culture. 
7 English translation: If I did not give him my body, border 
patrol would have deported us.
8 English translation: They have declared war on us, 
patrolling the border.

LTDN point 
out this 
paradox that 
one of the 
most powerful 
nations in the 
world, priding 
itself on 
freedom and 
justice, might 
have created 
a society 
where its 
people have 
neither.
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leave the undocumented immigrant in 
an even more vulnerable posi t ion than 
before.  Their  undocumented status  pre-
vents  them from going to the pol ice for 
help,  because,  i f  they did,  they would be 
making themselves  targets  for  deporta-
t ion.  The immigrants  are cornered into a 
posi t ion of  inhumanity that  makes them 
easy targets  for  economic,  psychological , 
and sexual  abuse.
 According to LTDN, American so-
ciety and i t s  inst i tut ions cause expl ici t 
suffer ing in Latinx immigrants .  In the 
song Frontera Internac ional  ( Internat ional 
Border ) ,  the narrator blames the econo-
my and the U.S. ’ s  immigrat ion pol icies 
for  his  brother ’ s  death because global 
capita l i sm pushed his  brother to make 
the journey across  the border.  Howev-
er,  s trategical ly placed border wal l s  are 
what forced him to take a  dangerous 
route through the desert  that  ul t imate-
ly ki l led him. The temptat ion for a  bet-
ter  l i fe  i s  so s trong that  immigrants  are 
wil l ing to r i sk i t  a l l  for  the opportunity 
that  the American economy could af ford 
them. Los Tigres  propose that  the only 
way that  business  owners  and landown-
ers  wil l  increase profi t s  i s  through ex-
ploitat ion of  immigrants .  They point out 
the paradoxical  re lat ionship immigrants 
have with capita l i sm—a relat ionship that 
promises  both economic progress  and ex-
ploitat ion.  In other songs l ike Ni Aquí Ni 
Allá (Neither  Here nor  There )  and El Otro 
México  (The Other  Mexico ) ,  the Tigres 
take on a cr i t ica l  perspect ive to analyze 
the role that  socia l  rea l i t ies  such as  c las-
s i sm, government,  economics ,  and socia l 
norms have on Latinx immigrant suffer-
ing.  For example,  economic exploitat ion 
from employers ,  unequal  protect ion by 
law, discr iminatory housing,  increased 
mil i tar izat ion at  the border,  and their 
general  socia l  s tatus  within the U.S.  as 
undocumented immigrants  a l l  contribute 
to troubl ing socia l  c ircumstances .

A Life of Stress
 The second theme that  I  found in 
the lyrics  of  LTDN was that  the immi-
grant experience i s  s tress ful .  They expe-
rience s tress  from the moment they de-
cide to immigrate and throughout their 
journey into the U.S.  The song Tres Veces 
Mojado  (Three Times a Wetback )  te l l s  the 
s tory of  how dif f icult  i t  i s  to cross  three 
borders—those of  Guatemala,  Mexico, 
and the U.S.  The character  in the song 
says he remembers  every s ingle ki lometer 
he traveled:  “Atravesar lo s in papeles  es  muy 
duro ,  Los c inco mil  ki lómetros  que recorr í . ” 9 
Even though he spoke the same language 
and had the same phenotypes as  the peo-
ple in Guatemala and Mexico,  he was dis-
criminated against  and labeled as  an ex-
tranjero . 10 Once he got through Mexico, 
the immigrant te l l s  us  how strategical ly 
placed border fences  forced him to walk 
through the desert  in Arizona—a very 
dangerous route.  The story then te l l s  us 
about the dif f icult ies  and dangers  of  the 
journey,  which lead the immigrant near 
death in the process .  The absence of  de-
tai l s  in how he a lmost  died i s  purposeful 
here.  The l i s tener must  imagine the many 
dangers  that  someone can face in a  desert . 
Through this  ambiguity,  a  l i s tener i s  lef t 
to think that  the immigrant could have 
been dying of  dehydrat ion,  a  snake bite , 
an injury,  abuse by the coyote, 11 or  any 
other danger someone might encounter 
in the desert .  The absence of  specif ic i ty 
guides  the l i s tener into a s tate of  ref lec-
t ion,  encouraging empathy for the immi-
grant experience.  In this  song and many 
others ,  LTDN show us how societa l  fac-
tors  l ike pol icy and transportat ion make 
an immigrant ’ s  journey traumatic .  Their 
musical  rendit ion a l lows the audience to 
eas i ly adopt a  sociological  imagination 
and see how larger socia l  contexts  af fect 
9 English translation: Without papers it is very hard to go 
through the five thousand kilometers I traveled through.
10 English translation: Foreigner
11 Name given to the human smuggler that guide 
immigrants across the border.
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an individual ’ s  l i fe .
 The stress  does not end when the 
immigrant makes i t  to the U.S.  In fact , 
once immigrants  arr ive to the new coun-
try,  they experience s tress  in many new 
ways.  For example,  an undocumented 
status  prevents  them from obtaining le-
gal  work,  pushing them to f ind labor in 
the underground market—usual ly doing 
physical ly r i sky and intensive jobs .  In the 
song De Paisano a Paisano ,  LTDN tel l s 
us  the American economy depends on 
Latinx labor in f ie lds  such as  agriculture, 
construction,  c leaning,  and others .  These 
jobs often cause s tress  on the immigrant ’ s 
mental  heal th and body because of  how 
physical ly demanding they are.  Some 
songs a l so mention the s tress  that  comes 
from manual  labor that  immigrants  have 
to do in their  dai ly l ives . 

In Por Ser  Sinaloense  (For Being 
Sinaloense ) ,  the protagonist  i s  an im-
migrant who says ,  “Yo trabajé  como bur-
ro , ” 12 comparing himsel f  to a  donkey. 13 
Each farm, especia l ly lower-class  i solated 
farms,  wil l  usual ly depend on a donkey as 
a  means of  transportat ion and as  a  “trac-
tor” that  can plow the soi l  or  move wag-
ons.  Considering that  donkeys are re l-
at ively cheap to acquire,  in comparison 
to a  tractor ,  and have incredible s tami-
na,  i t  comes as  no surprise that  the im-
migrant would compare himsel f  to one. 
Even though the donkey is  extremely 
important in the economic success  of  a 
farmer,  i t  does not get  the recognit ion or 
prest ige that  other animals  do,  such as  a 
horse.  The idea that  Lat inx immigrants 
are forced to work l ike animals  for  their 
money is  repeated in many of  the songs. 
The harsh working condit ions,  the insta-
bi l i ty of  these jobs ,  and the uncertainty 
of  receiving their  next  paycheck make an 
immigrant ’ s  l i fe  in the U.S.  susceptible to 
12 English translation: I worked like a donkey.
13 In many Latinx countries, donkeys and mules symbolize 
hard work and sacrifice. To “work like a donkey” is a 
common Latinx euphemism comparable to the English 
idiom “break one’s back.”

prolonged and intense s tress .
Another cause of  s tress  i s  that  they 

have to be constant ly hiding their  identi-
ty from people.  Their  immigratory status 
cannot be uncovered because deportat ion 
can make them lose the money spent on 
the tr ip into the U.S.  and everything they 
have worked for .  In the song El Cen-
troamericano (The Central  American ) ,  the 
Tigres  te l l  the s tory of  an immigrant who 
has  to constant ly deny his  origin both in 
the U.S.  and then in Mexico after  he i s  de-
ported:  “Tenemos que f ingir ,  Que no somos 
de al lá . ” 14 In other songs l ike Vivan Los 
Mojados  (Long Live the Wetback s ) ,  LTDN 
tel l  us  that  immigrants  experience a lot  of 
pressure from being constant ly chased by 
the law. The Tigres  pay specia l  at tention 
to the way that  undocumented immigra-
t ion has  been criminal ized over the years . 
This  cr iminal i ty and many other societa l 
factors  cause undue stress  that  LTDN as-
sociate with the immigrant experience. 
 
A Pan-American Identity

The last  reoccurring theme that  I 
wil l  explore in my analysis  involves  the 
Latinx immigrant ’ s  identi ty as  Pan-Amer-
ican.15 This  i s  done through various con-
texts ,  the major ones being pol i t ica l  his-
tory,  cultural  s imilar i t ies ,  and an appeal 
to higher moral i ty.  The historical  re la-
t ionship between Latin America and the 
U.S. ,  and especia l ly Mexico and the U.S. , 
remains complex and often deemed un-
important .  LTDN remind us in many of 
their  songs of  how the U.S.  acquired Mex-
ican land.  In the song Somos Más Amer-
icanos  (We Are More American ) ,  LTDN 
tel l  us  the s tory of  an immigrant who 
is  told to go back to his  land.  To which 
he responds:  “Yo no crucé  la  f rontera ,  la 
f rontera me cruzó . ” 16 This  comment re-
14 English translation: We have to pretend we are not from 
over there [Central America].
15 Pan is a prefix that means “all.” It is used in this context 
to include all American nations and ethnicities into a single 
one.
16 English translation: I did not cross the border the border 
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minds the l i s tener of  important his tory 
and the brutal  way that  the U.S.  acquired 
the land that  now makes up eight of  i t s 
s tates .  Through their  music ,  LTDN try 
to set  the record straight by te l l ing their 
audience unadulterated U.S.  his tory and 
not the mis leading history that  i s  told in 
many public  schools .  This  c lar i f icat ion 
of  U.S.  his tory i s  something that  Gloria 
Anzaldúa does in Border lands/La Fron-
tera:  The New Mest iza :

With the victory of  the U.S.  forces 
over the Mexican in the U.S.-Mexi-
can War,  los  nor teamericanos pushed 
the Texas border down 100 miles , 
f rom e l  r ío  Nueces  to  e l  r ío  Grande . 
South Texas ceased to be part  of 
the Mexican state of  Tamaulipas . 
Separated from Mexico,  the Native 
Mexican-Texan no longer looked 
toward Mexico as  home; the South-
west  became our homeland once 
more.  The border fence that  divides 
the Mexican people was born on 
February 2,  1848 with the s inging 
of  the Treaty of  Guadalupe-Hidal-
go.  I t  lef t  100,000 Mexican ci t izens 
on this  s ide,  annexed by conquest 
a long with the land.  The land es-
tabl i shed by the treaty as  belong-
ing to Mexicans was soon swindled 
away from its  owners .  The treaty 
was never honored and rest i tut ion, 
to this  day,  had never been made. 
(2012,  p.  29)
Anzaldúa i s  able to say in this  para-

graph what Los Tigres  are trying to say 
through the immigrant in such lyrics 
as  “Yo no crucé  la  f rontera ,  la  f rontera me 
cruzó . ”  Both of  them educate their  au-
dience and assert  ancestra l  c la ims to the 
land.  They both say that  the nat ives  and 
their  mest izo offspring are the r ightful 
owners  of  the land.  The establ i shment of 
this  Pan-American identi ty i s  c losely as-
ciated with the idea of  mest izaje . 17 Unlike 

crossed me.
17 Mestizaje/mestizo is the word used to describe an 

American culture where there was a  c lear 
dis t inct ion between races ,  the Spanish 
intermixed with the Native populat ion, 
creat ing what they cal led mest izos  (Ta-
tar ,  2004) .  Therefore,  the Pan-American 
identi ty i s  supported by historical  facts 
and the intermixing of  a l l  Europeans 
and Natives ,  creat ing a new and s ingu-
lar  Pan-American identi ty.  When LTDN 
quote his tory in their  songs,  they are set-
t ing the s tory s traight ,  as  wel l  as  encour-
aging al l  Lat inx people to see themselves 
as  part  of  a  Pan-American identi ty who 
have shared experiences and history.  The 
lyrics  of  LTDN make the Latinx immi-
grant feel  that  they belong to a  commu-
nity in a  country that  often te l l s  them “to 
go back to their  land.” 

The Pan-American identi ty i s  a l so 
supported by cultural  s imilar i t ies  in 
the Tigre ’ s  music .  In the song America , 
LTDN tel l  us ,  “Los del  nor te  dicen que soy 
la t ino ,  no me quieren dec i r  Americano . ” 18 
This  song is  making the argument that  a l l 
people born in the American continent 
are “Americans.”  They are,  of  course, 
aware that  the word  Americans  i s  associ-
ated with the U.S. ,  but i t  i s  this  exact 
wordplay that  establ i shes  the Pan-Amer-
ican identi ty.  Their  playful  ignorance 
cal l s  into quest ions the s tatus  quo and 
what we associate with the word Amer-
ican .  This  song is  a  ca l l  to act ion and 
forces  the l i s tener to ask himsel f  what i t 
means to be American.  In other songs l ike 
El Otro México  and Mis Dos Patr ias ,  the 
Pan-American identi ty i s  a l so supported 
with cultural  s imilar i t ies  and key words 
l ike referr ing to a l l  Lat inx people as  her-
manos  or  brothers .  They establ i sh com-
mon ground between al l  Lat inx countries 
l ike the skin color ,  the language,  and the 
mest izaje tradit ion that  unite them into 
one American identi ty. 

One of  the things that  help LTDN 

individual of European and Indigenous descent.
18 English translation: The people from the north say I am 
latino, they do not want to call me American.
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promote the Pan-American identi ty i s 
their  community’s  shared experiences . 
Unfortunately,  these shared experienc-
es  are not a lways posi t ive.  Golash-Boza 
(2006) looks at  the idea of  cultural  s im-
i lar i t ies  and establ i shes  a  di f ferent per-
spective.  She analyzes  the ef fect  that  dis-
crimination has  on a Lat inx se l f- identi ty 
within the U.S.  In her essay,  she argues 
that  the word American  has  an implici t 
whiteness  at tached to i t ,  which i s  why 
many minority groups might se l f- identi fy 
with a hyphenated American label ,  such 
as  Mexican-American or African-Amer-
ican.  She a l so f inds that  Lat inx individ-
uals  who have experienced some sort  of 
discr imination in the U.S.  are less  l ike-
ly to identi fy themselves  as  “American” 
and more l ikely to identi fy as  a  “hyphen-
ated American” or use their  nat ional i ty 
in subst i tut ion for racia l  identi f icat ion. 
Both the subt le  and expl ici t  discr imina-
tion of  Lat inx people show them that  they 
are not equal  and therefore un-American. 
Similar  to LTDN, Golash-Boza (2006) 
explores  how a new Pan-American iden-
ti ty has  been created by shared cultural 
experiences and how “both pol i t ica l  and 
cultural  leaders  encourage Hispanics  to 
see themselves  as  part  of  a  larger pol i t-
ical  and cultural  community,  composed 
of  immigrants  from al l  countries  in Lat in 
America” (p.  52) .

The f inal  way in which the 
Pan-American identi ty i s  supported in 
LTDN music i s  through higher moral i ty. 
For example,  in the lyrics  “Arriba no es tá 
div idido como e l  suelo Que la  maldad de 
algunos hombres  div idio”19 f rom the song 
Sin Fronteras  (Without Borders ) ,  the group 
promotes  the Pan-American identi ty by 
making the case that  moral i ty i s  on their 
s ide.  They say that  borders  and the bu-
reaucrat ic  process  that  made them are not 
inherent ly natural .  Once again,  they offer 
the l i s tener a  cr i t ica l  analysis  of  govern-
19  English translation: The heavens are not divided like the 
ground; it is the evil man who has divided it.

ment and what i t  i s  and i s  not a l lowed to 
do.  LTDN corridos often make referenc-
es  to God to push the idea that  a l l  Lat inx 
immigrants  come from the same spir i tual 
father ,  support ing the s ingular  American 
identi ty.  This  Pan-American ideology 
does not only encompass  identi ty but i s 
a l so used as  a  way to argue against  the 
l imitat ion of  ideas ,  both in the individu-
al ’ s  mind and in society.  Their  departure 
from mainstream culture i s  the pinna-
cle of  Anzaldúa’s  border theory because 
LTDN advocate for a  hybrid identi ty that 
does not choose a  s ide but encompasses 
a l l  of  them. The Pan-American identi-
ty does not encourage anarchism or the 
destruct ion of  the government.  Instead, 
i t  inspires  l i s teners  to be more tolerant 
of  each other in an attempt to humanize 
Latinx immigrants  and incorporate them 
into mainstream American culture.

Future Research
I t  i s  important to note that  there 

are certain l imitat ions to this  s tudy.  The 
f irs t  l imitat ion i s  that  I  only analyzed 
LTDN music,  when,  in real i ty,  there are 
hundreds of  other art i s t s  who s ing about 
the topic.  Further ,  this  s tudy would ben-
ef i t  f rom methodological  tr iangulat ion 
uti l iz ing in-depth interviews or a  survey. 
Using mixed methods would strength-
en the results  by exploring how l i s teners 
interpret  the music of  LTDN and how 
the music of  LTDN relates  to their  ex-
periences .  Moreover,  this  topic should be 
further researched in the future by oth-
er academic f ie lds  such as  anthropology, 
psychology,  and culture scholars .  Future 
s tudies  should consider addit ional  ways 
for analyzing lyrical  data ,  including col-
laborat ive sense-making of  the music be-
tween researchers  and part icipants .  Do-
ing so has  the potentia l  to advance our 
understanding of  LTDN’s music and the 
power music has  on trauma, heal ing,  and 
identi ty formation.   
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Conclusion
The inf lux of  Lat inx immigrants 

into the United States  has  caused a major 
shif t  in U.S.  demographics  that  wil l  have 
major impacts  on the pol i t ica l  system, 
economy, and l i fe  as  we know it .  This 
i s  why i t  i s  important for U.S.  leaders  of 
business ,  government,  and academia,  as 
wel l  as  the general  American public ,  to 
s tart  famil iar izing themselves  with the 
Latinx community by studying i t s  values , 
norms,  and unique cultural  express ions. 
The goal  of  this  s tudy was to explore the 
way in which Los Tigres  Del  Norte ’ s  mu-
sic depicted the Latinx immigrant expe-
rience.  To do this ,  I  analyzed thirty-two 
individual  songs from dif ferent a lbums 
of  LTDN that  made expl ici t  or  implic-
it  connections to the immigrant topic.  I 
was able to f ind three popular  themes on 
what being a Lat inx immigrant i s  l ike ac-
cording to the sample.  The three themes 
were:  (1)  the depict ion of  the Latinx Im-
migrant experience as  unjust  and painful ; 
(2)  the immigrant experience as  s tress ful ; 
(3)  and the portrayal  of  a  Lat inx immi-
grant identi ty as  Pan-American. 

The immigrant experience i s  s tress-
ful  and continues to terrorize immigrants 
even after  they have made i t  into the U.S. 
The fear  of  being deported because of 
their  undocumented status  i s  anxiety-in-
ducing.  This  anxiety i s  exploited by in-
dividuals  who use immigrants  for  free la-
bor or for much more heinous things in 
other unfortunate cases .  Vict imizat ion, 
cultural  s imilar i t ies ,  and a shared history 
of  colonizat ion a l so make the Pan-Amer-
ican Identi ty integral  to Lat inx immi-
grants .  Ult imately,  the Latinx immigrant 
experience i s  a  complex one that  makes i t 
a lmost  impossible to encompass  in only a 
number of  pages .  Nonetheless ,  I  hope to 
have ef fect ively captured the major pat-
terns in the Latinx immigrant experience 
as  depicted by Los Tigres  Del  Norte,  a 
band that  has  given just ice to the s tories 
of  i t s  people. 
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This  paper i s  a  case 
s tudy concerning the 
International  Court  of 
Just ice case Nicaragua v . 
United States ,  detai l ing 
what precedents  and 
clar i f icat ions the case 
establ i shed for the 
ever-dynamic f ie ld of 
international  law. In 
1984,  af ter  the United 
States  f inancia l ly 
supported mil i tary and 
paramil i tary groups in 
Nicaragua to overthrow 
the Nicaraguan FSLN 
government (which 
was insta l led by the 
United States  in the 
ear ly 1970s) ,  the 
Nicaraguan government 
f i led an appeal  with 
the International  Court 
of  Just ice.  Overal l , 
Nicaragua v .  United 
States  advanced the 
implementat ion of 
international  law by 
effect ively c lar i fying 
the implicat ions and 
accountabi l i ty of 
international  law and 
establ i shing a universa l 
def init ion of  col lect ive 
se l f-defense. 
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The  International  Court  of  Jus-
t ice (ICJ,  or  the court)  has  s ignif icant ly 
contributed to the development of  in-
ternational  law (IL) s ince i t s  conception 
in 1945.  This  paper wil l  review changes 
made to the ICJ through the case s tudy 
of  Nicaragua v .  United States .  The analysis 
of  the case,  opened in 1984,  reveals  im-
portant innovations in international  law 
regarding the court ’ s  jurisdict ion over 
s tates  who deny said jurisdict ion,  s tates ’ 

a c c o u n t a b i l i -
ty for the mil-
i tary and para-
mil i tary groups 
they f inancia l ly 
support  abroad, 
and the quest ion 
of  se l f-defense 
when that  force i s 
seemingly unso-
l ici ted.  The Unit-
ed States  violated 
international  law 
by threatening 
Nicaragua’s  sov-
ereignty through 
i t s  f inancia l  sup-
port  of  mil i tary 
and paramil i tary 
contra groups in 
the country.  Nic-
aragua brought 
the U.S.  to court , 
arguing the Unit-
ed States ’  intent 
of  intervention 
was to overthrow 

the Nicaraguan government.  The U.S. 
proceeded to make things di f f icult—
withdrawing compulsory consent ,  mis-
using the concept of  col lect ive se l f-de-
fense,  denying accusat ions,  then fai l ing 
to accept the reparat ions i t  owed Nicara-
gua fol lowing Nicaragua’s  victory in the 
ICJ.  This  paper wil l  explore the ways in 
which the United States ’  violat ion of  in-
ternational  law in Nicaragua led to dra-

matic changes in the ICJ.
The case f irs t  reveals  the Inter-

national  Court  of  Just ice ’ s  jurisdict ion 
when not a l l  part ies  consent to a  hearing. 
The ICJ i s—for the most  part—unable to 
act  as  a  mediator without the consent of 
jurisdict ion by both part ies .  However, 
in this  part icular  case,  the United States 
withdrew consent af ter  the case ’ s  prel im-
inary stage when the ICJ found that  i t  did 
in fact  have jurisdict ion over the matter . 
Thus,  by the merits  s tage of  the case,  the 
United States  was out .  This  pul lout chal-
lenged whether the init ia l  compulsory 
consent of  the United States  granted the 
ICJ suff ic ient jurisdict ion or i f  consent 
must  be continual  throughout court  pro-
ceedings. 

The case ’ s  next  i s sue regards the 
accountabi l i ty t ied to funding the mil i-
tary and paramil i tary act ivi t ies  in a  for-
eign state .  I f  the United States  supports 
a  violent pol i t ica l  group abroad,  can 
they be sure that  the funds they supply 
wil l  not be used to enact  violence? I f  i t 
cannot be proven that  the United States 
knew violence would occur due to their 
monetary contributions,  their  sequentia l 
gui l t  cannot be determined.  While the 
use of  force in se l f-defense i s  legal  under 
international  law, the use of  unsol ici t-
ed force without authorizat ion from the 
UN Security Counci l  (UNSC) is  not .  The 
i s sue of  mil i tary and paramil i tary fund-
ing is  essentia l ly a  quest ion of  plausible 
deniabi l i ty.  However,  the United States 
a imed to just i fy their  use of  force in 
Nicaragua through El  Salvador ’ s  col lec-
t ive se l f-defense.  The argument was thin 
from the get-go,  and without El  Salva-
dor ’ s  corroborat ion,  the c la im became a 
non-starter .

Although the case i t se l f  did not for-
mulate unti l  1984,  the brunt of  the confl ict 
began f ive years  ear l ier .  In the summer 
of  1979,  The Frente Sandinista  de Lib-
eración Nacional ,  or  FSLN, government 

If the United 
States 
supports 
a violent 
political 
group 
abroad, can 
they be sure 
that the 
funds they 
supply will 
not be used 
to enact 
violence?
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rose to power in Nicaragua.  In the wake 
of  the FSLN’s  success ion,  supporters  of 
the former pres ident ,  Anastas ion Somo-
za,  and former National  Guard members 
formed an opposit ion to the new govern-
ment.  Init ia l ly ,  the United States  acted 
in support  of  the FSLN. However,  upon 
the U.S. ’  discovery that  the Nicaraguan 
government provided logist ica l  support 
to El  Salvadoran guerri l las  by transport-
ing arms and advisors  from the U.S.S.R. 
and Cuba,  the U.S.  began undertaking 
armed act ivi t ies  against  the FSLN due to 
the perceived threat  of  communism (U.S. 
State Department,  1985) .    
 The U.S. ’  unsol ici ted act ivi t ies 
against  the off ic ia l  Nicaraguan govern-
ment included the support  of  the Fuer-
za Democrát ica Nicaragüense,  or  FDN, 
and the support  of  the Alianza Revolu-
cionaria  Democrát ica ,  or  ARDE, with 
both monetary funds and U.S.  mil i tary 
intel l igence support .  These two groups 
worked a long the Honduran and Costa 
Rican borders  of  Nicaragua,  respect ive-
ly,  coalescing against  the current FSLN 
government.  U.S.  support  of  these con-
tras ,  or  Nicaraguan organized opposi-
t ions,  was kept hidden;  the U.S.  did not 
acknowledge i t s  involvement unti l  1983 
(Rostow, 1986)Through the U.S. ’  covert 
and subsequently violent opposit ions to-
wards the FSLN, uti l iz ing the FDN and 
ARDE contras ,  Nicaragua a l leged to the 
ICJ that  the U.S.  acted with the intent 
to overthrow the government of  Nic-
aragua,  infr inging on numerous levels 
on the s tate ’ s  sovereignty.  This  i s  i l le-
gal  under international  law. In addit ion 
to U.S.  support  of  the contras ,  Nicaragua 
cla imed the U.S.  mined mult iple  Nicara-
guan ports  while  sabotaging other har-
bors ,  oi l  insta l lat ions,  and a naval  base 

through various violent act ions,  a l l  in the 
name of  col lect ive se l f-defense (Rostow, 
1986) .  The U.S.  mining of  Nicaraguan 
ports  was part icular ly contentious due 
to the U.S.  government ’ s  lack of  off ic ia l 
warning before or af ter  the placing of  the 
mines (Nicaragua v .  United States ,  1986) . 

This  example of  direct  violence 
against  Nicaragua i s  i l legal  under the UN 
Charter ,  which expl ici t ly forbids  the use 
or threat  of  force by states  against  other 
s tates ’  terr i toria l  integrity or pol i t ica l  in-
dependence,  except when in se l f-defense 
or with UNSC authorizat ion (United Na-
tions,  1983) .  On Apri l  9 ,  1984,  Nicaragua 
appl ied for proceedings against  the U.S. , 
request ing the implementat ion of  provi-
s ional  measures  for  the U.S.  to cease and 
refrain from any further violent act ion, 
and for the U.S.  to reopen Nicaraguan 
ports  (Nicaragua v .  U.S . ,  1984) .  The FSLN 
wanted to rule the country i t  had fought 
for ,  and they wanted to engage in trade 
without interference from the United 
States .

The U.S.  remained insouciant to 
Nicaragua’s  c la ims,  refusing to appear 
before the ICJ during the merits  s tage 
while  arguing steadi ly against  the ICJ’s 
c la im of  jurisdict ion in the face of  i t s 
non-consent .  However,  the United States 
had granted compulsory jurisdict ion to 
the ICJ in 1946,  making i t s  withdrawal  of 
consent s ignif icant regarding the history 
of  jurisdict ion within the ICJ (U.S.  State 
Department,  1985) .  The U.S.  argued that , 
despite giving compulsory jurisdict ion 
in 1946,  which a l lowed the ICJ automat-
ic jurisdict ion whenever a  case opened 
against  the U.S. ,  the U.S.  should be en-
ti t led to revoke that  consent whenever i t 
suited i t s  interests .  The U.S.  a l so argued 
that  because Nicaragua did not give the 

The issue of mil itary and paramil itary 
funding is essential ly a question of 

plausible deniabil ity .
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ICJ compulsory jurisdict ion,  as  the U.S. 
did in 1946,  entertaining this  case mis-
represented the basic  principle of  reci-
procity.  The U.S. ’  refusa l  to engage in a 
tr ia l  ra i ses  the quest ion of  court  jurisdic-
t ion when not a l l  part ies  accept ICJ in-
tervention.  Yet ,  the ICJ responded af f ir-
matively in i t s  decis ion to pursue the case 
without the U.S (U.S.  State Department, 
1985) .  By pursuing the case with only 
U.S.  compulsory jurisdict ion,  the ICJ be-
gan sowing the seeds for a  new facet  of 
just ice.  Convinced by Nicaragua’s  c la ims 
against  the U.S. ,  the ICJ determined that 
with compulsory consent 
in the bag,  withdraw-
al  of  consent was not 
enough to cease inter-
vention in a  case.

The U.S.  a l so in-
sis ted that  i t s  act ions 
were grounded in the 
inherent r ight of  col-
lect ive se l f-defense 
guaranteed in Art ic le 
51 of  the United Na-
tions Charter  and the 
Rio Treaty,  c i t ing Nic-
aragua’s  involvement 
with guerri l la  warfare 
in El  Salvador for jus-
t i f icat ion.  According to Art ic le  51,  in-
dividual  or  col lect ive se l f-defense i s  a l-
lowed i f  an armed attack occurs  against  a 
UNSC member (Rostow, 1986) .  The U.S. 
c la imed that  every act ion taken in l ight 
of  this  case was “ in defense of  the vita l 
nat ional  security interests  of  the United 
States  and in support  of  the peace and se-
curity of  the hemisphere” (U.S.  State De-
partment,  1985) . 

By breaking down the case,  the 
United States ’  violat ions of  internation-
al  law become clear .  Per Nicaragua’s  ar-
guments ,  the ICJ held that  the U.S.  vio-
lated international  law by 1)  intervening 
in another s tate ’ s  af fa irs  when the U.S. 

f inancia l ly and administrat ively support-
ed contra act ivi t ies  against  the FSLN, 
2)  when i t  used force against  Nicara-
gua when i t  engaged in direct  at tacks in 
1983 and 1984,  3)  when the U.S.  violated 
Nicaragua’s  sovereignty through i t s  use 
of  int imidating aircraft  act ivi ty,  and 4) 
when the U.S.  fa i led to uphold Nicara-
gua’s  sovereignty by mining Nicaraguan 
ports  in Nicaragua’s  internal  and terr i to-
ria l  waters . 

The ICJ decided that  the U.S.  was 
unable to re ly on col lect ive se l f-defense 
as  i t s  just i f icat ion of  at tacks on Nicara-

gua due to the inequal i ty 
of  the threats  imposed 
by Nicaragua to the 
U.S.  and El  Salvador 
compared to the U.S. ’ 
violent response.  Plus , 
Nicaraguan interfer-
ence and arms supply 
in El  Salvador occurred 
primari ly in 1981 and 
1982,  not when the 
U.S.  admitted to at-
tacking Nicaragua in 
1983 (Lewis ,  1986) . 
This  indicates  that  the 
U.S.  did not ful f i l l  the 

cr i ter ia  for  col lect ive 
se l f-defense:  armed attack,  necess i ty,  and 
proport ional i ty (Green,  2017) .  Nicaragua 
se l l ing arms to support  insurrect ionists  in 
El  Salvador while  working with Commu-
nists  from Cuba was not proport ional  to 
the U.S.  f inancia l ly support ing violent 
groups and direct ly committ ing violent 
acts  with the intent of  overthrowing the 
Nicaraguan government.  On top of  this , 
Nicaragua denies  i t s  intervention in El 
Salvador a l together anyway (Rostow, 
1986) .  However,  despite U.S.  funding 
and support  of  mil i tary and paramil i tary 
operat ions through the Nicaraguan con-
tras ,  which was a  def inite  violat ion of  in-
ternational  law and the bi latera l  Treaty of 
Friendship,  Commerce,  and Navigation 

The U.S. did not fulfill 
the criteria 

for collective 
self-defense: 

armed attack, 
necessity, 

and proportionality.
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of 1956,  the ICJ decided that  the U.S. 
would not be held direct ly accountable 
for the contras ’  act ions (Nicaragua v .  U.S . , 
1984) .  This  part icular  decis ion would 
become known as  the ‘ef fect ive control ’ 
test  because i t  rendered a paramil i tary 
organizat ion legal ly separate from its  op-
erat ing state .  The Treaty of  Friendship 
(1956) def ined a re lat ionship between the 
U.S.  and Nicaragua exist ing with mutual 
amity,  unrestr icted commerce,  and port 
safety.  While the treaty focuses  primari ly 
on the unaffected trade between the two 
states ,  which the U.S.  threatened through 
the mining of  Nicaraguan ports ,  the U.S. 
a l so breached mutual  amity by support-
ing organized government opposit ion 
groups l ike FDN and ARDE.

The court ’ s  response to the U.S. ’ 
hearing in 1984 did not so much provide 
comprehensive c lar i f icat ion,  but nar-
rowed the circumstances in which col-
lect ive se l f-defense was appl icable as  a 
just i f icat ion for violent reta l iat ion or the 
imposit ion of  trade restr ict ions.  Now, 
the appl icat ion of  col lect ive se l f-defense 
demanded that  the presumed “vict im” 
s tate—in this  case ,  El  Salvador—must de-
clare i t se l f  to be the vict im of  an armed 
attack and request  mil i tary aid in response 
(Green,  2017) .  El  Salvador ’ s  fa i lure to 
provide these declarat ions nul l i f ied the 
U.S. ’  c la im that  col lect ive se l f-defense 
was an acceptable just i f icat ion of  i t s  ac-
t ion against  Nicaragua.  This  substantia l-
ly weakened any argument the U.S.  made 
for i t s  case ,  including both the ICJ’s  ju-
risdict ion and the accountabi l i ty the U.S. 
should express  in l ight of  i t s  support  of 
the contras .

Mil i tary and paramil i tary account-
abi l i ty and the ‘ef fect ive control ’  test  af-
fected international  law in future cases  as 
wel l .  One s ignif icant example i s  Bosnia 
and Herzegovina v .  Serbia and Montenegro , 
which opened in 1993 and closed with 
a decis ion in 2007.  Serbia and Montene-

gro recruited,  trained,  armed,  equipped, 
f inanced,  and encouraged mil i tary and 
paramil i tary act ions in and against  Bos-
nia and Herzegovina,  employed numer-
ous mil i tary and paramil i tary organiza-
t ions,  and violated i t s  charter  and treaty 
obl igat ions to Bosnia and Herzegovina 
under Art ic le  2 (4)  of  the United Nations 
Charter ,  as  wel l  as  i t s  obl igat ions under 
general  and customary international  law. 
While the ICJ did not extend a def init ive 
rul ing against  the U.S.  for  i t s  account-
abi l i ty for funding mil i tary and paramil-
i tary organizat ions in 1984,  the court 
decided in 2007 that  Serbia and Monte-
negro were knowledgeable in i t s  pursuit 
of  violence through these organizat ions 
and so prosecuted the s tates  under the as-
sumption that ,  despite outward appear-
ances ,  these groups were “de fac to  organs” 
of  the Serbian and Montenegrin govern-
ment.  So,  the act ions of  these mil i tary and 
paramil i tary groups,  specif ica l ly the mas-
sacres  committed at  Srebrenica,  would be 
attr ibutable to Serbia and Montenegro as 
i f  they had been organs of  that  s tate un-
der international  law (“Applicat ion of  the 
Convention on Prevention and Punish-
ment,”  2007) .

Furthermore,  this  case highl ight-
ed the discrepancies  between the U.S. ’ 
agreements  in international  law and the 
U.S. ’  act ions as  a  s tate .  By intervening 
in Nicaragua’s  af fa irs ,  infr inging on i t s 
sovereignty,  and interrupting peaceful 
marit ime commerce,  the U.S.  violated 
both international  law and the Treaty of 
Friendship,  Commerce,  and Navigation 
of  1956.  Subsequently,  the U.S.  was to 
provide reparat ions in the wake of  i t s  in-
jury toward Nicaragua due to i t s  breach-
es of  both the 1956 treaty and the UN 
Charter  (Nicaragua v .  U.S . ,  1984) .  This 
aspect  of  the case i s  s ignif icant due to the 
ICJ’s  assurance that  s tates  should be held 
accountable for violat ing international 
law—especia l ly when using force in for-
eign states—demanding a level  of  consis-
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tency for s tates ’  future act ions.  By cal l ing 
for reparat ions from the U.S. ,  arguably 
the most  powerful  and inf luentia l  s tate 
on the planet ,  even after  the U.S. ’  with-
drawal  of  consent ,  the ICJ a l so boasted 
i t s  might and increased the weight of 
ICJ hearings across  the board.  Howev-
er,  the ICJ’s  s trength was short- l ived. 
The U.S.  did not ever pay Nicaragua the 
reparat ions i t  owed.  When the ICJ act-
ed through the United Nations Securi-
ty Counci l  to enforce U.S.  compliance, 
the U.S.  s imply vetoed the act ion,  as  i s 
i t s  power as  a  permanent member of  the 
UNSC (Tanzi ,  1995) .

Despite the quest ionable account-
abi l i ty ass igned to the U.S.  for  i t s  mil i-
tary and paramil i tary act ions in Nicara-
gua,  the f inancia l  and mil i tary support 
of  organized opposit ion,  such as  contras , 
was determined a violat ion of  s tate sov-
ereignty.  A decided weakness  of  this  case 
was the fa i lure to address  which circum-
stances ,  in part icular ,  would have deter-
mined U.S.  accountabi l i ty.  Which specif-
ic  act ions of  the contra groups warranted 
reparat ions? The ICJ a l so should have de-
tai led the extent to which necessary mon-
etary support—“necessary,”  meaning the 
opposit ion groups would not have been 
able to function without this  support—
warrants  blame and responsibi l i ty.  How-
ever,  the court ’ s  decis ion against  Serbia 
and Montenegro,  which bui lds  upon the 
foundation of  Nicaragua v .  United States , 
does a id in the c lar i f icat ion of  such ac-
countabi l i ty by demanding proof of  the 
violat ing state ’ s  knowledge of  the act ions 
and violat ions that  mil i tary and paramil-
i tary groups commit with their  support . 
The court ’ s  decis ion cemented the i l le-
gal i ty of  direct  at tacks on foreign states 
without the just i f icat ion of  se l f-defense. 

In conclusion,  the U.S.  violated the 
principle of  proport ional i ty and direct-
ly threatened Nicaragua’s  sovereignty. 
The accountabi l i ty of  i l legal  mil i tary and 

paramil i tary act ivi ty was s ignif icant ly 
af fected through the development of  the 
‘ef fect ive control ’  test ,  which i s  s t i l l  in 
use to this  day.  Final ly,  the ICJ held that 
jurisdict ion i s  s t i l l  appl icable in cases 
where compulsory consent i s  withdrawn 
after  the prel iminary stages of  a  case,  an 
out l ier  in the face of  customary interna-
t ional  law. Overal l ,  Nicaragua v .  United 
States  advanced the implementat ion of 
international  law by effect ively c lar i fy-
ing the implicat ions and accountabi l i ty 
of  IL and establ i shing a universa l  def ini-
t ion of  col lect ive se l f-defense.
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Implementation of Lean Six Sigma has become common practice in many 
levels of business, and it produces efficient and positive outcomes. Over the past 
two decades, many healthcare systems have been adopting adequate business 
strategies and implementing them into their respective healthcare facilities. 
While common and effective for most other industries, Lean Six Sigma has 
only recently taken over healthcare. Lean Six Sigma has remarkably amended 
the healthcare system by improving the quality of care for patients and 
providing healthcare facilities with several cost-effective solutions. Examples 
of implementing Lean Six Sigma on an entire healthcare system as well as on a 

departmental level are highlighted in this paper.
Introduction

Lean  S ix Sigma, from its  concep-
tion,  has  most  commonly been seen in 
the manufacturing industry.  Within the 
last  twenty years  or  so,  we have seen i t 
put into pract ice in other sectors .  Spe-
cif ica l ly ,  i t  has  been offer ing substantia l 
benefi t s  to heal thcare faci l i t ies  that  con-
sis t  mainly of  heal thcare providers  and 
receivers  (Aboelmaged,  2015) .  Health-
care systems are constructed of  a  com-
plex service del ivery system in order to 
faci l i tate the del ivery of  care to pat ients . 
Effect ively executing of  a l l  the processes 
and eas ing the complexity behind them 
require the involvement of  several  s take-

holders ,  or  anyone with an invested in-
terest  that  contributes  to the process ing 
of  the system (Vest  & Gamm, 2009) .  Im-
plementat ion of  Lean Six Sigma in the 
heal thcare service del ivery system aims 
to achieve high qual i ty data by reducing 
medical  errors .  This  a ids  in achieving ef-
fect ive outcomes by increas ing pat ient 
safety and generat ing advanced qual i ty 
of  care for pat ients  and heal thcare pro-
viders .

The heal thcare service del ivery 
system is  constant ly under immense pres-
sure to produce posi t ive outcomes that 
are ef f ic ient and effect ive for pat ients . 
This  pressure exis ts  because of  global ly 
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increas ing f inan-
cia l  cr i ses ,  grow-
ing populat ions, 
continuously ad-
vancing technol-
ogy,  and amend-
ing operat ional 
management (Stumpf,  2012) .  Successful 
outcomes achieved from the implementa-
t ion of  Lean Six Sigma in the heal th care 
system can clear ly be seen in the areas  of 
medicine diagnost ics ,  laboratory scienc-
es ,  c l inical  medicine,  and administrat ion 
(Vendrame Takao et  a l . ,  2017) .  I t  works 
to reduce and el iminate medical  and ad-
ministrat ive errors ,  as  wel l  as  to disre-
gard waste created during and after  c l in-
ical  medicine and administrat ive record 
keeping.

Lean Six Sigma is  an enhancement 
concept introduced by Motorola engi-
neers  in the late 1980s that  focuses  on the 
management within a pre-exist ing or new 
system. Lean Six Sigma minimizes  errors 
that  occur in a  process  and maximizes  the 
involvement of  s takeholders  (Ha et  a l . , 
2016) .  I t  originated from the theories  of 
manufacturing industr ies  but was even-
tual ly implemented in the heal thcare ser-
vice del ivery system around the year 2000 
as  an innovative mechanism to enhance 
management cr i ter ia  for  the departments 
of  f inances ,  logist ics ,  and administrat ion 
(Amaratunga & Dobranowski ,  2016) . 
The aim of  incorporat ing Lean Six Sigma 
into heal thcare was to achieve an ef fec-
t ive way to reduce cost ,  improve service 
del ivery durat ion,  introduce methods to 
receive ef f ic ient qual i tat ive changes,  and 
increase pat ient sat i s fact ion (DiPiero, 
2016) .  Lean Six Sigma is  considered pro-
ductive and effect ive because i t  joins  the 
technological  advancements ,  equipment, 
and a l l  the individuals  involved in suc-
cessful  functioning of  a  process . 

Two Manufacturing Theories :  Lean 
and Six Sigma

The Amer-
ican Society for 
Qual i ty (ASQ) 
encourages the 
use of  Lean Six 
Sigma and elab-
orates  on i t s  ef-

fect iveness ,  s tat ing,
Lean Six Sigma is  a  fact-based,  da-
ta-driven phi losophy of  improve-
ment that  values  defect  prevention 
over defect  detect ion.  I t  drives  cus-
tomer sat i s fact ion and bottom-line 
results  by reducing variat ion, 
waste ,  and cycle t ime,  while  pro-
moting the use of  work standard-
izat ion and f low, thereby creat ing 
a competi t ive advantage.  I t  appl ies 
anywhere variat ion and waste exis t , 
and every employee should be in-
volved.  (Kubiak & Benbow, 2016, 
as  c i ted in ASQ, 2012)

Lean Six Sigma combines the approach-
es of  two theories  common in the manu-
facturing industry,  “Lean” and “Six Sig-
ma.”  The Lean principles  help to reduce 
or e l iminate the waste produced in the 
targeted process  of  a  system (Amaratun-
ga & Dobranowski ,  2016) .  The pract ices 
under Lean principles  incorporate phys-
ical  and behavioral  changes to minimize 
waste production,  which occurs  in a l l 
s teps  of  the process  (Kovach & Borikar , 
2018) .  Therefore,  incorporat ing waste 
management techniques reduces waste 
production at  each level  of  the process 
cycle .  The Six Sigma principles  focus on 
support ing the targeted process  by mea-
suring i t s  ef fect iveness  and eff ic iency, 
while  improving qual i ty for the process ’ s 
s takeholders  (Stumpf,  2012) .  Six Sigma is 
an approach to minimize s teps in a  pro-
cess  in order to reduce complicat ions 
and shorten the tota l  t ime of  the process 
(Glasgow et  a l . ,  2010) .  Paired together, 
these processes  become Lean Six Sigma. 
Together,  they result  in minimized pro-
cess ing t ime,  increased sat i s fact ion of 

Overall, these amendments improve 
the quality of a pre-existing system by 

incorporating variations in every step of 
the process.
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customers/c l ients ,  increased ef f ic iency 
and effect iveness ,  and improved f inancia l 
outcomes through increased profi t s  and 
specif ied budgets .  Overal l ,  these amend-
ments  improve the qual i ty of  a  pre-exist-
ing system by incorporat ing variat ions in 
every step of  the process .

As just  described,  Lean Six Sigma 
is  actual ly the combination of  two man-
agement techniques that  work in tandem 
to reduce waste and im-
prove qual i ty.  Based on 
the Toyota production 
l ine model  that  centers 
around continuous im-
provement,  Lean is  a  set 
of  principles  focused on 
reducing waste ,  wheth-
er that  be in the form 
of pat ient wait  t imes or 
administrat ive functions 
re lated to pat ient care 
(Lawal  et  a l . ,  2014) .  The 
methods developed by 
the Toyota production 
processes  are s trongly 
rooted in the Japanese 
kaizen model ,  which i s 
the origin of  continuous 
improvement.  The kai-
zen model  a l lows employees on a l l  levels 
of  a  process  to provide input and make 
incremental  improvements .  Implemen-
tat ion of  Lean concepts  a ims to change 
the thinking and perspect ive of  an orga-
nizat ion in order to provide long-last ing 
improvements  to a  process  and the orga-
nizat ion’s  culture (Lawal  et  a l . ,  2014) .  As 
described in the McLaughlin text  (2012) , 
the approach that  Lean uses  to reduce 
waste i s  based on the kaizen phi losophy 
and uses  the fol lowing steps :

1. Specify value:  Identi fy act ivi-
t ies  that  provide value from the 
customer’s  perspect ive

2. Map and improve the value 
stream:  Determine the sequence 
of  act ivi t ies  or  the current s tate 

of  the process  and the desired 
future s tate .  El iminate non-val-
ue-added steps and other waste

3. Flow: Enable the process  to f low 
as  smoothly and quickly as  pos-
s ible

4. Pull :  Enable the customer to 
pul l  products  or  services 

5. Perfection:  Repeat  the cycle to 
ensure a  focus on continuous 

improvement (pp.  300-
301)

With Lean a l so comes 
some effect ive implemen-
tat ion tools  that  a id in de-
f ining and understanding 
processes  to be corrected. 
A few of  these that  are 
useful  in the heal thcare 
sett ing include stream 
mapping,  takt  t ime, 
and standardized work. 
Stream mapping is  used 
to def ine the process  and 
determine where waste i s 
occurring (McLaughlin & 
Olson,  2012) .  Takt t ime 
measures  the t ime needed 
for the process  based on 
customer demand and can 

be used to synchronize f low in a process . 
This  measurement i s  represented by avai l-
able t ime divided by demand (McLaugh-
l in & Olson,  2012) .  Standardized work is 
a  way to ensure things are done ef f ic ient-
ly and that  outcomes are consis tent ;  this 
could include writ ten documentat ion de-
scribing the way in which every step of  a 
process  should be performed (McLaugh-
l in & Olson,  2012) . 

Six Sigma is  best  used when the 
goal  of  a  process  improvement proj-
ect  i s  to improve qual i ty and reduce the 
variabi l i ty in outcomes (McLaughlin & 
Olson,  2012) .  Six Sigma ensures  qual i-
ty through an ongoing measurement of 
process  output characteris t ics  known as 
“s tat i s t ica l  process  control ,”  which help 

Successfully 
removing all the 

artificial variance, 
continuously 

reducing waste, and 
focusing on creating 
value for customers 

is the ultimate 
outcome of an 

effective Lean Six 
Sigma system.
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identi fy problem si tuat ions before an er-
ror occurs  (McLaughlin & Olson,  2012, 
p.  215) .  This  includes measuring process 
capabi l i ty,  which determines whether a 
process  i s  actual ly capable of  producing 
the desired output,  and then benchmark-
ing i t  against  s imilar  processes  in other 
organizat ions.  The primary function of 
Six Sigma is  to e l iminate sources  of  vari-
ance in processes  and systems,  whether i t 
be natural  variance or art i f ic ia l  variance 
(McLaughlin & Olson,  2012) .  Six Sigma 
interventions identi fy,  e l iminate,  and re-
move those sources  of  art i f ic ia l  variance 
that  can be changed by people within 
the system. Six Sigma is  focused on mak-
ing a process  ef fect ive within a range of 
99.99966 % defect-free (Niñerola et  a l . , 
2019,  p.  1) .  Combing the methods of 
Lean and Six Sigma leads to lower rates 
of  error in a  production cycle ,  est imat-
ed in the United States  to be an aston-
ishing 3.4 defects  per mil l ion operat ional 
act ivi t ies  (McLaughlin & Olson,  2012,  p. 
221) .  Successful ly removing al l  the ar-
t i f ic ia l  variance,  continuously reducing 
waste ,  and focusing on creat ing value 
for customers  i s  the ult imate outcome of 
an ef fect ive Lean Six Sigma system (Mc-
Laughlin & Olson,  2012) .

DMAIC Framework
The DMAIC method (Define,  Mea-

sure,  Analyze,  Improve,  Control)  of  Lean 
Six Sigma focuses  on improving exist-
ing processes  but can be appl ied to new 
processes  as  wel l .  The DMAIC prob-
lem-solving process ,  and i t s  derivat ives 
l ike DMAIIC, fol low a f ive-stage design 
(Vendrame Takao et  a l . ,  2017,  pp.  2-3) : 

1.  Define:  Defining production 
problems within the context  of 
heal thcare i s  important to im-
plementing Lean Six Sigma. Ap-
propriate incorporat ion of  Lean 
Six Sigma faci l i tates  the abi l i ty 
of  heal thcare managers  and pro-
fess ionals  to identi fy a  problem, 

def ine i t ,  and describe the ob-
ject ives  that  need to be achieved 
in address ing i t .  Development of 
a  process  map prior to the in-
corporat ion of  a  Lean Six Sigma 
process  a l lows for an organiza-
t ion to c lear ly understand and 
describe the process  they are 
trying to correct .  As explained 
in the McLaughlin text  (2012) , 
a  process  that  cannot be def ined 
or mapped cannot be understood 
or corrected.  Effect ively def in-
ing a process  supports  imple-
menting changes.  I f  the process 
to be improved were reducing 
wait ing t ime for pat ients ,  a  c lear 
def init ion would provide a  base-
l ine so that  further s teps  can be 
taken.  For example,  advancing 
software to automatical ly update 
heal th records or improving ac-
cess  to heal th insurance infor-
mation could be implemented 
and tested for ef fect iveness .

2.  Measure:  The measurement 
s tep checks the ef fect iveness 
of  pre-exist ing data gathering 
techniques and the process ing 
t ime in each stage of  the process . 
Measurement a l so aids  in locat-
ing any bott lenecks,  or  points 
where the process  i s  s lowing, 
where act ions are required.  Pro-
cess ing data that  are gathered 
and issued within the heal thcare 
system are analyzed in the next 
s tep.

3.  Analyze :  Data analysis  i s  part 
of  every process ing tool .  Anal-
ysis  i s  where the data col lected 
in each step of  the production 
cycle i s  evaluated,  and elements 
that  need to be e l iminated or 
s treamlined in order to improve 
the process  are identi f ied.  Lean 
Six Sigma analyzes  data that  the 
manager col lected in previous 
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s teps  of  this  cycle and then tar-
gets  the e lements  that  are pre-
venting effect ive complet ion 
of  the production cycle .  This 
methodology ensures  that  a l l 
these i s sues  are highl ighted and 
el iminated during the imple-
mentat ion of  Lean Six Sigma. 
In-depth analysis  a l so identi f ies 
and el iminates  the root cause of 
bott lenecks from the produc-
tion cycle .  I t  i s  a  complex pro-
cedure and requires  thorough 
invest igat ion by the managers 
of  a  given organizat ion.  Tools 
of  data analysis  derived from 
the Six Sigma process  include 
f i shbone (Ishikawa) diagrams, 
check sheets ,  his tograms,  Pareto 
charts ,  f lowcharts ,  scatter  plots , 
and run charts  (McLaughlin & 
Olson,  2012) . 

4.  Improve:  After  measuring and 
analyzing problems that  ar i se  in 
the heal thcare del ivery system, 
Lean Six Sigma helps  develop 
suitable solut ions.  Managing 
emergencies  or t ime-sensi t ive 
i s sues  within a system is  based 
on priori ty.  Process  s imulat ions 
can be run before permanent im-
provement s teps are taken,  which 
i s  less  expensive and t ime-sav-
ing.  Simulat ions create and run 
through hypothetical  scenarios 
to evaluate what-i f  s i tuat ions. 
This  method is  sometimes pre-
ferred as  i t  does not change the 
real  system while s t i l l  evaluat-
ing the ef fects  of  implementing 
amendments  (McLaughlin & Ol-
son,  2012) .  This  method of  pro-
cess  improvement can be great ly 
valuable to organizat ions unin-
terested in implementing chang-
es with no known benefi t s .  A 
s imulat ion includes prototyp-
ing the solut ion for the target-

ed heal thcare del ivery problem 
and the amendments  required to 
improve i t .  Assessments  at  this 
s tage provide evidence for the 
ef fect iveness  of  the solut ion in 
place.

5.  Control:  The f inal  s tep aims 
to ensure the procedure s tays 
on course by continual ly mon-
itoring and recording each im-
provement fol lowing i t s  imple-
mentat ion.  This  s tep of  the Lean 
Six Sigma methodology sup-
ports  the real-t ime implementa-
t ion of  proper tools  and appl ica-
t ion within the system. I t  holds 
managers  and the organizat ion 
accountable for ensuring the 
targeted problem does not reap-
pear .  Lean Six Sigma encourag-
es managers  to keep continuous 
documentat ion of  each step of 
the cycle .  This  documentat ion 
is  usual ly compiled into con-
trol  charts  that  track the ef fec-
t iveness  of  the new process  over 
t ime.  The implemented change 
and chances of  reoccurrence of 
the problem are subsequent-
ly deal t  with.  The end result  of 
properly implementing Lean Six 
Sigma is  an ef f ic ient system that 
supports  the goals  identi f ied in 
the beginning of  the process , 
such as  providing t imely treat-
ments  to the pat ient populat ion 
by reducing the number of  can-
cel lat ions of  appointments  with-
in the heal thcare faci l i ty (ASQ, 
2012) .

Lean Six Sigma in Healthcare
Lean Six Sigma principles ,  when 

used correct ly,  can great ly reduce waste , 
minimize variat ion in a  system, and im-
prove qual i ty in a  system. This  approach 
to improvement appl ies  great ly to heal th-
care,  as  i t  can reduce defects  and medical 
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errors  that  can result  in improper pat ient 
care or even death (DiPiero,  2016) .  John 
Hopkins est imates  that  medical  errors 
contribute to roughly 100,000 deaths per 
year in the United States  and cost  the 
heal thcare industry a lmost  $20 bi l l ion 
each year .  The Joint  Commiss ion and 
many other federal  agencies  have tr ied 
address ing medical  errors  and attempt to 
prevent them as  much as  poss ible through 

legis lat ion and 
r e g u l a t i o n s 
( R o d z i e w i c z 
et  a l . ,  2021, 
“Extent of  the 
C h a l l e n g e ” ) . 
Healthcare or-
g a n i z a t i o n s 
could take ini-
t iat ive in tar-
geting medical 
errors  on their 
own by uti l iz-
ing Lean Six 
Sigma princi-
ples ,  ul t imately 
avoiding non-
compliance of 
the s tr ingent 
l i s t  of  Joint 
C o m m i s s i o n 
r e g u l a t i o n s 
(Rodziewicz et 
a l . ,  2021) .

Lean Six 
Sigma, in heal thcare organizat ions spe-
cif ica l ly ,  can improve qual i ty and eff i-
ciency in many areas .  With the inherent 
improvements  in ef f ic iency,  implement-
ing Lean Six Sigma principles  can great ly 
reduce f inancia l  waste and improve rev-
enue f low as  wel l  (Vendrame Takao et 
a l . ,  2017) .  Lean Six Sigma also improves 
an organizat ion’s  competi t ive advantag-
es and abi l i ty to offer  care and services 
more ef f ic ient ly than competing provid-
ers  (Kovach & Borikar ,  2018) .

In chapter  9 of  Lean Six Sigma Ap-

proaches  in Manufac tur ing,  Services ,  and 
Product ion ,  Lean Six Sigma is  described 
as  being able to mit igate act ivi t ies  that 
cause a  customer cri t ica l-to-qual i ty i s-
sues  and create extended service delays 
(Aboelmaged,  2015) .  Focusing on issues 
in heal thcare that  present the greatest 
t ime delays  would offer  the greatest  op-
portunity for improvement in cost ,  qual-
i ty,  capita l ,  and lead t ime.  The author 
goes on to explain how Lean Six Sig-
ma principles  a id in the improvement of 
heal thcare systems,  s tat ing, 

Although the guiding theories  of 
Lean and Six Sigma methodolo-
gies  are di f ferent ,  they are comple-
mentary in nature s ince both seek 
to improve the process .  Lean phi-
losophy establ i shes  the s tandards 
of  e l iminating waste and reducing 
cycle t ime in processes  with l i t t le 
impact  on process  variat ion,  while 
Six Sigma shows how these s tan-
dards can be achieved with mini-
mum variat ion through applying 
a problem-solving approach using 
stat i s t ica l  tools  and techniques .  In 
addit ion,  lean standards cover the 
entire organizat ion value chain, 
while  Six Sigma concentrates  more 
attentively on certain projects  or 
processes  within an organizat ion. 
Such integrat ion between Lean 
and Six Sigma as  an improvement 
methodology brings many bene-
f i t s  to the organizat ion including 
maximizing shareholder value and 
improve their  sat i s fact ion and cost , 
qual i ty,  and speed of  processes . 
(Aboelmaged,  2015,  p.  233)
Over the past  two decades ,  sever-

al  examples  of  the implementing of  Lean 
Six Sigma into heal thcare-related sett ings 
have been observed.  A few of  the most 
ef fect ive innovations to recent ly come 
from the heal thcare f ie ld have a s trong 
correlat ion to Lean Six Sigma Principles

.

Focusing on 
issues in 
healthcare 
that present 
the greatest 
time delays 
would offer the 
greatest 
opportunity for 
improvement in 
cost, 
quality, 
capital, and 
lead time.
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Management of Finances in 
Healthcare

The Healthcare Financia l  Manage-
ment Associat ion urges organizat ions to 
make qual i ty their  top priori ty (Kaltwas-
ser ,  2016) .  In his  discuss ion with Mark 
Chass in,  pres ident and CEO of the Joint 
Commiss ion,  Kaltwasser  (2016) explains 
how the Joint  Commiss ion has  been 
working with heal thcare organizat ions to 
increase re l iabi l i ty and el iminate errors 
and fai lures  that  impact  pat ient outcomes. 
In the art ic le ,  i t  i s  c lear  that  Chass in and 
other Joint  Commiss ion off ic ia l s  under-
stand just  how signif icant Lean Six Sigma 
principles  are to process  improvement. 
They continual ly seek ways to encour-
age heal thcare organizat ions to imple-
ment these principles .  To make qual i ty a 
top priori ty and excel ,  performance im-
provement methodologies  l ike Lean and 
Six Sigma should be used and appl ied to 
long-term goals  (Kaltwasser ,  2016) . 

Laboratory Execution
In an art ic le  by Chris  Stumpf (2012) , 

the successful  implementat ion of  an Elec-
tronic Laboratory Notebook is  analyzed 
among two top ten pharmaceutical  com-
panies .  Electronic Laboratory Notebooks 
are used by researchers  to gather infor-
mation electronical ly,  a  modern vers ion 
of  the outdated paper worktop journal . 
In the f irs t  case s tudy,  a  top ten phar-
maceutical  company replaced over one 
thousand paper logbooks with Electronic 
Laboratory Notebooks,  e l iminating legi-
bi l i ty i s sues  and transcript ion errors ,  and 
improving log retr ieval  t imes (para.  3) . 
Stumpf (2012) noted a t ime savings of 
75% in documenting standard prepara-
t ions,  80% in veri fying weight balances , 
33% in creat ing an instrument work l i s t 
for  the Chromatography Data System, 
and a savings of  approximately $500,000 
for the year just  from this  project  (para. 
4) .

In a  second study,  another top 

ten pharmaceutical  company el iminated 
waste and variabi l i ty by focusing on up-
dating lab procedures  through the use of 
Electronic Laboratory Notebooks.  After 
updating their  information sharing sys-
tems,  the company real ized a cost  savings 
of  $3 mil l ion per year by implementing 
an information hub and exchange vehicle 
(Stumpf,  2012,  para.  6-7) .  In both cas-
es ,  Lean Six Sigma workf low analysis  was 
crucia l  in helping both businesses  iden-
ti fy cr i t ica l  waste areas  and streamline 
their  processes . 

Improved Management Supply 
Chain

In an art ic le  by DiPiero (2016) ,  the 
improvements  in the supply chain man-
agement of  a  heal thcare service del ivery 
system enhanced the capabi l i ty of  the 
overal l  system. Lean Six Sigma imple-
mentat ion reduced annual  costs ,  e l imi-
nated waste production,  reduced burden 
on the heal thcare service providers ,  and 
improved qual i ty care for pat ients .  Qual-
i ty of  service at  the Aquarian Healthcare 
Solutions improved s ignif icant ly af ter 
they incorporated Lean Six Sigma pract ic-
es .  Effect iveness  in their  cost-saving solu-
t ions towards heal thcare enhanced their 
service del ivery.  Gagliardi ,  the found-
er and pres ident of  Aquarian Healthcare 
Solutions,  has  a  degree in f inance as  wel l 
as  a  Lean Six Sigma Black Belt  (DiPie-
ro,  2016) .  This  “Black Belt”  cert i f icat ion 
represents  mastery in Lean and cost  con-
trol  qual i ty improvement through Lean 
Six Sigma principles .  Advancements  in 
technology helped Gagliardi  ass i s t  her 
s taf f  with sett ing up procurement soft-
ware,  ef f ic ient ly analyzing faci l i ty data , 
and ass i s t ing faci l i t ies  in col laborat ing 
with the correct  group purchasing or-
ganizat ion through stakeholder analysis 
(DiPiero,  2016) .

Continued Implementation in 
Healthcare
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In order to work eff ic ient ly with 
an ever-increas ing pat ient populat ion, 
heal thcare faci l i t ies  must  continual ly 
search for appropriate methods to reduce 
cost  and increase qual i ty of  care for the 
pat ient populat ion (Kaltwasser ,  2016) . 
Addit ional ly,  the method chosen to atta in 
these improvements  must  continuously 
achieve their  object ives  with l imited re-
sources  (Zhu et  a l . ,  2018) .  The appl ica-
t ion of  Lean Six Sigma across  American 
heal thcare inst i tut ions,  at  a l l  levels ,  can 
reduce the process ing t ime and increase 
productivity of  the heal thcare faci l i ty. 
The tools  used to incorporate Lean Six 
Sigma within the production cycle of  a 
heal thcare faci l i ty are from the DMAIC 
(Vendrame Takao et  a l . ,  2017,  pp.  2-3) . 
Upon the implementat ion of  Lean Six Sig-
ma,  every heal thcare faci l i ty def ines  the 
problem, measures  the process ,  analyzes 
the support ing data ,  and implements  a 
ser ies  of  solut ions result ing in increased 
customer sat i s fact ion.  In addit ion,  s trate-
gies  are implemented to control  the pro-
cess  improvements  (Yaduvanshi  & Shar-
ma,  2017) .  The outcomes achieved from 
implementing Lean Six Sigma provide 
evidence of  where correct ive act ion was 
primari ly required.

Conclusion
In summary,  appropriate incorpo-

rat ion of  Lean Six Sigma provides  im-
mense benefi t s  to the heal thcare system. 
Lean Six Sigma embeds i t se l f  within the 
culture of  heal thcare by adding eff ic ien-
cy to the system, achieving high-qual i ty 
care for the pat ient populat ion while  re-
ducing complicat ions for heal thcare pro-
viders .  Lean Six Sigma promotes  techno-
logical  advancements  in order to reduce 
waste and unwanted steps in a  process . 
Incorporat ing Lean Six Sigma is  poss ible 
through a range of  various heal thcare de-
partments  and levels  of  care.  By doing so 
ef fect ively,  the overal l  functioning of  the 
heal thcare system can improve,  a l lowing 

for more t imely and effect ive care for 
the pat ient .  Moreover,  Lean Six Sigma 
s ignif icant ly reduces costs ,  increases  ef-
f iciency of  heal th service providers ,  ad-
vances ef fect iveness  of  the outcomes,  and 
improves del iverables .



LEAN SIX | 73

References

Aboelmaged, M.G. (2015). Lean six sigma in healthcare: A 
review of theory and practice. In B.M. Uzochukwu & 
E.G. Tetteh (Eds.), Lean six sigma approaches in man-
ufacturing, services, and production (pp. 231-261). IGI 
Global. https://bit.ly/3ePklV0  

Amaratunga, T., & Dobranowski, J. (2016). Systematic re-
view of the application of lean and six sigma quality 
improvement methodologies in radiology. Journal of 
the American College of Radiology, 13(9), 1088-1095. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jacr.2016.02.033 

American Society for Quality. (2012, March 27). Lean Six 
Sigma. Ask the Standards Experts. https://asqaskth-
eexperts.com/2012/03/27/lean-six-sigma-2/?msg=-
fail&shared=email  

Chiarini, A., & Bracci, E. (2013). Implementing lean six sigma 
in healthcare: Issues from Italy. Public Money & Man-
agement, 33(5), 361-368. https://doi.org/10.1080/0954
0962.2013.817126 

DiPiero, D. (2016, May 29). Supply chain management pro 
ensures a medical facility’s well-being. Cleveland.Com. 
https://www.cleveland.com/employment/plaindeal-
er/2016/05/supply_chain_management_pro_en-
sures_a_medical_facilitys_well-being.html 

Glasgow, J.M., Scott-Caziewell, J.R., & Kaboli, P.J. (2010). 
Guiding inpatient quality improvement: A systematic 
review of lean and six sigma. The Joint Commission 
Journal on Quality and Patient Safety, 36(12), 533-540. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1553-7250(10)36081-8 

Ha, C., McCoy, D.A., Taylor, C.B., Kirk, K.D., Fry, R.S., 
& Modi, J.R. (2016). Using lean six sigma meth-
odology to improve a mass immunizations pro-
cess at the United States Naval Academy. Military 
Medicine, 181(6), 582-588. https://doi.org/10.7205/
MILMED-D-15-00247 

Improta, G., Balato, G., Ricciardi, C., Russo, M.A., Santalucia, 
I., Triassi, M., & Cesarelli, M. (2019). Lean Six Sigma 
in healthcare. The TQM Journal, 31(4), 526-540. 
https://doi-org.libproxy.txstate.edu/10.1108/TQM-
10-2018-0142 

Kaltwasser, J. (2016, June 27). Improving care, cutting costs can 
work hand in hand, expert says. Healthcare Professional 
Live. https://www.hcplive.com/view/improving-care-
cutting-costs-can-work-hand-in-hand-expert-says 

Kovach, J.V., & Borikar, S. (2018). Enhancing financial 
performance: An application of lean six sigma to 
reduce insurance claim denials. Quality Management in 
Healthcare, 27(3), 165-171. https://doi-org.libproxy.
txstate.edu/10.1097/QMH.0000000000000175 

Lawal, A.K., Rotter, T., Kinsman, L., Sari, N., Harrison, L., 
Jeffery, C., Kutz, M., Khan, M.F., & Flynn, R. (2014). 
Lean management in health care: Definition, con-
cepts, methodology and effects reported (systematic 
review protocol). Systematic Reviews, 3(1), 103-108. 
https://doi-org.libproxy.txstate.edu/10.1186/2046-

4053-3-103 

McLaughlin, D.B., & Olson, J.R. (2012). Health care operations 
management (2nd ed.). Health Administration Press. 
https://bit.ly/3ev7CXC 

Niñerola, A., Sánchez-Rebull, M.-V., & Hernández-Lara, A.-
B. (2019). Six sigma literature: A bibliometric analysis. 
Total Quality Management & Business Excellence, 1-22. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14783363.2019.1652091 

Rodziewicz, T.L., Houseman, B., & Hipskind, J.E. (2021, Jan-
uary 4). Medical error reduction and prevention. NCBI. 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK499956/ 

Shirey, W. T., Sullivan, K. T., Lines, B., & Smithwick, J. 
(2017). Application of lean six sigma to improve ser-
vice in healthcare facilities management: A case study. 
Journal of Facility Management Education and Research, 
1(1), 9-18. https://doi.org/10.22361/jfmer/78724 

Stumpf, C. (2012, July 8). Using lean six sigma principles to 
improve laboratory execution at the bench. Wiley Ana-
lytical Science. https://analyticalscience.wiley.com/
do/10.1002/sepspec.1382e5f1b7d/full/ 

Trzeciak, S., Mercincavage, M., Angelini, C., Cogliano, W., 
Damuth, E., Roberts, B.W., Zanotti, S., & Mazza-
relli, A.J. (2018). Lean six sigma to reduce inten-
sive care unit length of stay and costs in prolonged 
mechanical ventilation. The Journal for Healthcare 
Quality, 40(1), 36-43. https://doi.org/10.1097/
JHQ.0000000000000075 

Vendrame Takao, M.R., Woldt, J., & da Silva, I.B. (2017). 
Six sigma methodology advantages for small-and 
medium-sized enterprises: A case study in the 
plumbing industry in the United States. Advances 
in Mechanical Engineering, 9(10), 1-10. https://doi.
org/10.1177%2F1687814017733248org/10.1177%
2F1687814017733248 

Vest, J.R., & Gamm, L.D. (2009). A critical review of the re-
search literature on six sigma, lean and StuderGroup’s 
Hardwiring Excellence in the United States: The need 
to demonstrate and communicate the effectiveness of 
transformation strategies in healthcare. Implementation 
Science, 4(1), 35-44. https://doi.org/10.1186/1748-
5908-4-35 

Yaduvanshi, D., & Sharma, A. (2017). Lean six sigma in health 
operations: Challenges and opportunities—‘Nirvana 
for operational efficiency in hospitals in a resource 
limited settings.’ Journal of Health Management, 19(2), 
203-213. https://doi.

 org/10.1177%2F0972063417699665 
Zhu, Q., Johnson, S., & Sarkis, J. (2018). Lean six sigma and 

environmental sustainability: A hospital perspective. 
Supply Chain Forum: An International Journal, 19, 25-
41. https://doi.org/10.1080/16258312.2018.1426339 

https://bit.ly/3ePklV0
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jacr.2016.02.033
https://asqasktheexperts.com/2012/03/27/lean-six-sigma-2/?msg=fail&shared=email
https://asqasktheexperts.com/2012/03/27/lean-six-sigma-2/?msg=fail&shared=email
https://asqasktheexperts.com/2012/03/27/lean-six-sigma-2/?msg=fail&shared=email
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540962.2013.817126
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540962.2013.817126
https://www.cleveland.com/employment/plaindealer/2016/05/supply_chain_management_pro_ensures_a_medical_facilitys_well-being.html
https://www.cleveland.com/employment/plaindealer/2016/05/supply_chain_management_pro_ensures_a_medical_facilitys_well-being.html
https://www.cleveland.com/employment/plaindealer/2016/05/supply_chain_management_pro_ensures_a_medical_facilitys_well-being.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1553-7250(10)36081-8
https://doi.org/10.7205/MILMED-D-15-00247
https://doi.org/10.7205/MILMED-D-15-00247
https://doi-org.libproxy.txstate.edu/10.1108/TQM-10-2018-0142
https://doi-org.libproxy.txstate.edu/10.1108/TQM-10-2018-0142
https://www.hcplive.com/view/improving-care-cutting-costs-can-work-hand-in-hand-expert-says
https://www.hcplive.com/view/improving-care-cutting-costs-can-work-hand-in-hand-expert-says
https://doi-org.libproxy.txstate.edu/10.1097/QMH.0000000000000175
https://doi-org.libproxy.txstate.edu/10.1097/QMH.0000000000000175
https://doi-org.libproxy.txstate.edu/10.1186/2046-4053-3-103
https://doi-org.libproxy.txstate.edu/10.1186/2046-4053-3-103
https://bit.ly/3ev7CXC
https://doi.org/10.1080/14783363.2019.1652091
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK499956/
https://doi.org/10.22361/jfmer/78724
https://analyticalscience.wiley.com/do/10.1002/sepspec.1382e5f1b7d/full/
https://analyticalscience.wiley.com/do/10.1002/sepspec.1382e5f1b7d/full/
https://doi.org/10.1097/JHQ.0000000000000075
https://doi.org/10.1097/JHQ.0000000000000075
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1687814017733248
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1687814017733248
https://doi.org/10.1186/1748-5908-4-35
https://doi.org/10.1186/1748-5908-4-35
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0972063417699665
https://doi.org/10.1080/16258312.2018.1426339


74 | TXSTUR

LITERARY THEORY IN LITERARY THEORY IN 
RELATION TO THERELATION TO THE
CANCEL CULTURECANCEL CULTURE

PHENOMENONPHENOMENON
BY LESLIE EAVES

REVIEWED BY DR. DANIEL LOCHMAN
EDITED BY SOPHIA NIETO

This paper seeks to analyze the relationship between cancel culture 
and the literary concept of authorial intent. In recent years, questions 
regarding “cancel culture’s” effects on the public’s ability to enjoy a 

“problematic” author’s work have been discussed. By analyzing two dif-
ferent literary theories, ‘art for art’s sake’ and New Criticism, which 

both relate to literature’s autonomy and connection to an author, readers 
are better able to understand the distinction between removing an au-

thor from the public’s favor and completely canceling their oeuvre.

Introduction 
 With  the explosion of  the reach 
and power of  the Internet  over the past 
few years ,  “cancel  culture” has  become a 
hot topic across  various f ie lds .  “Cancel-
ing” refers  to the act  of  publ ic ly with-
drawing one’s  support  for  an art i s t ,  cre-
ator ,  celebri ty,  or  other notable people. 
Cancel ing has  become a mainstay in 
large pockets  of  internet  websites  and is 
s lowly leaking into other realms as  wel l . 
In 2021,  Merriam-Webster ’ s  dict ionary, 
in a  bid to keep the publ ic  updated on 
this  phenomenon, included an art ic le  on 
this  term that  def ined i t  as  the fol lowing: 
“Cancel  i s  gett ing a new use.  Cancel ing 

and cancel  culture have to do with the 
removing of  support  for  publ ic  f igures  in 
response to their  object ionable behavior 
or opinions.  This  can include boycotts  or 
refusa l  to promote their  work” (“What i t 
Means to Get ‘Canceled, ’”  2021) . 
 The act  of  cancel ing can large-
ly be seen through dif ferent mediums 
wherein the “cancel ing” i s  being done 
towards someone with inf luence through 
their  publ ic  persona.  This  phenomenon 
has  been known to occur with celebri-
t ies ,  authors ,  and a myriad of  other pro-
fess ions.  A few prominent examples  of 
how cancel  culture can af fect  an art i s t ’ s 
or  entertainer ’ s  past  and future works in-



CANCEL CULTURE | 75

clude the publ icized a l legat ions and out-
rage against  actor Bi l l  Cosby,  s inger and 
songwriter  R.  Kel ly,  and beauty-guru 
and entertainer Jef free Star .  Within a l l  of 
these cases ,  a  c lear  withdrawal  of  support 
occurred within the celebri t ies ’  personal 
and profess ional  l ives . 

Examples of Cancel Culture : 
Jeffree Star

Star ’s Origins
 When looking at  a  t i tan of  business 
l ike Jef free Star ,  who created Jef free Star 
Cosmetics  in 2014,  the power of  cancel 
culture i s  evident .  During the height of 
his  populari ty,  Jef free Star  was receiving 
mil l ions of  views on the video-sharing 
website  YouTube,  where he published 
makeup-tutoria l s  and reviews.  In addi-
t ion to reviewing other companies ’  prod-
ucts ,  Star  re leased his  own product l ines , 
including eyeshadow palettes ,  set t ing 
powders ,  concealers ,  and l ipst icks .  One 
of  his  most  popular  products ,  his  “Blood 
Sugar” eyeshadow palette ,  was revealed 
to have made Star  more than $20 mil l ion. 
Reporter  Lindsay Dodgson from news 
publicat ion Insider told readers : 

In the second episode,  “The Secrets 
of  the Beauty World,”  which was re-
leased last  Friday,  Dawson asked Star 
how much he made from his  most 
popular  palette .  Star  tota led up the 
numbers  for  his  famous Blood Sugar 
palette  on his  iPhone calculator and 
showed Dawson the number.  Clear-
ly in shock,  Dawson looked at  the 
camera and asked cameraman An-
drew Siwicki  whether he was f i lm-
ing the screen that  read “20,800,000. 
(Dodgson,  2019)

This  s taggering amount truly reveals  the 
populari ty of  Star  within the industry be-
fore his  fa l l  f rom grace. 

Star ’s Controversies
Due to Star ’ s  long history on the Inter-

net ,  a  trai l  of  controvers ia l  and divis ive 
art i facts  from his  past  was discovered. 
Report ing on this  s i tuat ion,  Centennial 
Beauty,  a  news publicat ion that  largely 
focuses  on beauty and Internet  culture, 
explained:

Amongst  many accusat ions against 
the beauty mogul ,  some have been 
cal l ing for his  ‘cancelat ion’  af ter  old 
photos resurfaced of  Jef free causing 
se l f-harm (which he posted himsel f ) 
and posing with a confederate f lag. 
There i s  a l so a  screenshot circulat-
ing from a socia l  media profi le  page 
of Jef free ’ s  ca l led Lipst ick Nazi— 
which has  led many to bel ieve he had 
a beauty brand prior to Jef free Star 
Cosmetics  with this  name. (Centen-
nial  Beauty,  2020)

Results of Star ’s Public Cancel la-
t ion 
 Eventual ly,  Jef free Star ’ s  beau-
ty products  were removed from stores 
and promotions due to outcries  centered 
around Star ’ s  controvers ia l  past .  Cos-
metics  brand Morphe,  one of  Star ’ s  most 
long-standing profess ional  re lat ionships , 
severed their  re lat ionship once mult iple 
a l legat ions of  racism began surfacing. 
The brand tweeted the fol lowing:

Today we’ve made the decis ion to 
cease a l l  commercia l  act ivi ty re lated 
to Jef free Star  and af f i l iated products . 
We expect  this  to conclude within 
the coming weeks.  As we look to 
the future,  we wil l  continue to share 
updates  on what l ies  ahead for the 
Morphe brand.  (@Morphe,  2020)

This  announcement truly helps  show-
case the power of  cancel  culture and how 
public  outcry could change even the most 
wel l-establ i shed relat ionships  and opin-
ions of  supporters . 

Authors and Cancel Culture
 The sheer power of  cancel  culture ’ s 
ef fects  on the business  and reputat ion of 
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a celebri ty,  entrepreneur,  or  art i s t  can-
not be understated.  With the prominence 
of  celebri t ies  and other high-profi le 
personal i t ies  los ing their  inf luence and 
the respect  of  the publ ic ,  thus result-
ing in the loss  of  profess ional  and busi-
ness  gains ,  quest ions have been raised 
regarding how this  appl ies  to authors , 
who have a l so s tarted to face cr i t ic i sms 
for their  personal  l ives  and controvers ies . 
What happens when a poet  or author i s 
removed from the public ’ s 
favor,  and what does that 
mean for their  works,  more 
specif ica l ly?  I f  the publ ic 
cancels  an author,  do they 
a l so have to cancel  the au-
thor ’ s  work? I f  an author 
has  been canceled,  does this 
mean their  works are ta int-
ed,  los ing their  enjoyabi l i-
ty for the reader?  The quest ion arises  re-
garding whether or not an author ’ s  work 
i s  innately t ied to their  own persona and 
what i t  means to separate one from the 
other.

Sylvia Plath and Cancel Culture
 This  quest ion has  largely been 
prevalent with authors  who are world-re-
nowned and have contributed much to 
their  respect ive genres ,  such as  Sylvia 
Plath,  H.P.  Lovecraft ,  and J .K.  Rowling. 
Each of  these authors  has  crafted works, 
such as  The Col lected Poems,  “The Cal l 
of  Cthulhu,”  and the Harry Potter  ser ies , 
respect ively.  These works have consis-
tent ly been highly regarded,  with each 
work arguably offer ing s ignif icant inf lu-
ence on their  genres .  But,  when consider-
ing the reception of  each author ’ s  works 
af ter  controvers ies  due to their  personal 
l ives  and bel iefs ,  the publ ic  opinions are 
conf l ict ing.  For instance,  The Col lected 
Poems,  despite i t s  publ ic  success  and re-
ception of  the f irs t  posthumous Pul i tzer 
Prize in 1982,  has  garnered negative at-
tention due to Plath’s  personal  bel iefs  and 

controvers ies  surrounding accusat ions of 
racism and antisemit i sm. Many readers 
have taken issue with her use of  the Ho-
locaust  as  a  metaphor for her poor re la-
t ionships  and mental  heal th i s sues  in her 
poem “Daddy.”  Throughout this  poem, 
an extended metaphor i s  ut i l ized in order 
to draw a comparison between the pain 
fe l t  by those af fected by the Holocaust 
and her s truggles  with mental  heal th. 
Parts  of  Plath’s  poem read: 

An engine,  an engine
Chuff ing me off  l ike a  Jew.
A Jew to Dachau,  Auschwitz,  Belsen.   
I  began to ta lk l ike a  Jew.
I  think I  may wel l  be a  Jew. (Plath, 
2018,  pp.  35-39) 

 This  poem has often been cited as 
the reason why Sylvia  Plath’s  works must 
be canceled.  Literary cri t ics ,  though, 
have argued for years  that  this  poem 
does not represent her antisemit i sm, but 
instead uti l izes  the Holocaust  in an at-
tempt to show her damaged state of  mind 
when writ ing this  confess ional  poetry.  Al 
Strangeways (1996) discusses  this  point 
further :

The problem of Plath’s  ut i l izat ion of 
the Holocaust  can be broadly divid-
ed into two parts :  the motives  be-
hind her use of  such materia l ,  and 
the actual  appearance of  i t  in her po-
etry…her motives  were responsible , 
and the often unsett l ing appearance 
of  the Holocaust  in her later  poems 
stems from a complex of  reasons 
concerning her divided view about 
the uses  of  poetry and the re lated 

Although critics have often attempted to 
view these poems through various literary 

lenses in order to defend Plath’s artistic use 
of such a controversial topic, many readers 

have called for her removal from the public’s 
favor.
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confl ict  she explores  between histo-
ry and myth… (p.  371) 

This  defense re l ies  on the idea that  Plath 
hersel f  i s  not racis t  or  antisemit ic ;  rath-
er ,  she i s  ut i l iz ing these comparisons in 
her art  in order to highl ight the immense 
pain and suffer ing the speaker i s  facing.

Social Media Crit ic isms and Calls 
for Cancel lation of Plath
 Although cri t ics  have often at-
tempted to view these poems through 
various l i terary lenses  in order to de-
fend Plath’s  art i s t ic  use of  such a con-
trovers ia l  topic,  many readers  have cal led 
for her removal  from the public ’ s  favor. 
An example of  the personal  disappoint-
ment readers  fe l t  for  these a l legat ions i s 
shown through the Tweet ,  “never mind, 
sylvia  plath i s  no longer a  favorite .  she 
was a  racis t  antisemite [s ic]”  (@mattsnat-
cios ,  2020) .  Other readers  ca l led for the 
publ ic  to cut  their  support  for  the au-
thor entire ly:  “Wasn’t  Sylvia  Plath a  ma-
jor racis t  and antisemite? Maybe go read 
something else?”  (@StephenWhoreking, 
2019) .  These two react ions from both the 
l i terary community and the general  pub-
l ic  represent two ends of  the spectrum 
of ideas  regarding cancel ing authors  and 
their  works.

Schools of Literature
 After  looking at  authors  who have 
recent ly fa l len out of  favor with the pub-
l ic ,  i t  i s  necessary to research the back-
ground behind dif fer ing schools  of  l i ter-
ary cri t ic i sm and interpretat ions of  the 
re lat ionship between a work’s  identi ty 
in re lat ion to i t s  author.  In order to ac-
curately explore the poss ible answers  to 
these quest ions,  an in-depth dive into the 
world of  l i terary cri t ic i sm is  required. 
While the s tudy of  l i terary cri t ic i sm is 
complex,  with many dif ferent t ies  and 
subt let ies  within each school  or theory, 
there are a  few major lenses  that  focus 
primari ly on the author ’ s  re lat ionship (or 

lack thereof)  with their  text .  Firs t ly ,  one 
of  the major phi losophical  theories  which 
can help answer these quest ions i s  the idea 
of  “art  for  art ’ s  sake,”  which discusses  the 
separat ion of  art ,  such as  l i terature,  from 
what someone might conceive as  i t s  pur-
pose.  The two major theories  which offer 
dis t inct ,  c lear  views of  ideas  of  authoria l 
intent are New Crit icism and psychoan-
alyt ic  cr i t ic i sm, with the former being 
s ignif icant ly more respected within the 
l i terary cri t ic i sm community.  Both “art 
for  art ’ s  sake” and New Crit icism help 
support  l i terature ’ s  freedom from being 
held to moral  cr i t ic i sms against  their  au-
thors ,  thus result ing in being canceled 
and removed from the public ’ s  favor.

Art for Art ’s Sake
 The f irs t  theory which provides 
l i terature with protect ion from being 
removed from the public ’ s  favor due to 
their  quest ionable authors  i s  the theory 
of  ‘art  for  art ’ s  sake. ’  This  s logan,  trans-
lated from “l ’art  pour l ’art ,”  was original-
ly conceived by French phi losopher Vic-
tor Cousin during the 19th century.  This 
s logan has  evolved to represent the idea 
that  art  exis t s  merely to exis t ,  without 
any specif ic  need to just i fy i t s  exis tence. 
The Britannica Encyclopedia explains , 
“The phrase expresses  the bel ief  held by 
many writers  and art i s t s ,  especia l ly those 
associated with Aestheticism, that  art 
needs no just i f icat ion,  that  i t  need serve 
no pol i t ica l ,  didact ic ,  or  other end” (“Art 
for  Art ’ s  Sake,”  2015) .  The idea of  ‘art  for 
art ’ s  sake’  was popularized in response to 
the ever-growing sentiment from Marx-
ists  during the 19th century that  i t  was 
necessary for art  to have a purpose.   This 
notion was often paired with the l i ter-
ary theory of  Aesthet icism, in which art , 
including l i terature,  only needed to ex-
is t ,  providing i t s  own beauty and use for 
those who sought i t .  These ideas ,  l ike so 
many theories  within the community sur-
rounding l i terary cri t ic i sm, drew admi-
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rat ion and ire from various places .  Gene 
Bel l-Vil lada (1986) ,  in an art ic le  discuss-
ing these ideas ,  dismissed the pract ica l i ty 
of  ‘art  for  art ’ s  sake’ :  “The noble ideal  of 
Art  for  Art ’ s  Sake became the consolat ion 
prize for those poets  who were dissat i s-
f ied with prose but couldn’t  write verse 
for money.  Few were in a  posi t ion to 
think otherwise” (p.  439) .  Even though 
some cri t ics  sought to dismiss  this  theo-
ry,  other proponents  of  i t s  use regular ly 
employed i t  to analyze works by phi loso-
phers  and authors .  With this  theory,  art-
is t s  and authors  have been able to f ind 
their  footing by creat ing works that  are 
arguably masterpieces ,  a l though they do 
not have a set  just i f icat ion or purpose for 
their  exis tence. 

New Crit ic ism
 The next most  useful 
school  in determining au-
thoria l  intent i s  the school 
of  New Crit icism. New 
Crit icism is  def ined as  the 
“ . . .  school  of  Anglo-Amer-
ican l i terary cri t ica l  theory 
that  ins is ted on the intr in-
sic  value of  a  work of  art 
and focused attention on 
the individual  work a lone 
as  an independent unit  of 
meaning” (“New Crit icism,” 
2018) .  This  school  was arguably the f irs t 
to truly separate an author ’ s  work from 
any historical  and biographical  informa-
tion that  may inf luence the reader ’ s  mind-
set .  This  movement was a  proponent of 
c losed-readings,  which emphasized that 
a l l  of  the knowledge necessary to under-
stand the work came from within the text 
i t se l f .  W. K. Wimsatt  Jr .  and Monroe C. 
Beards ley,  two major New Crit ics ,  pro-
posed several  di f ferent ideas  within this 
school ,  such as  the “ intentional  fa l la-
cy”,  “af fect ive fa l lacy”,  and “ambiguity” 
through their  analyses  of  l i terary cri t i-
cism (“Intentional  Fal lacy,”  2016) .  Their 

widely discussed essay,  “The Intention-
al  Fal lacy,”  publ i shed in 1946,  discussed 
the common idea that  an author ’ s  word 
should be taken as  the basis  for  how to 
view the ideas  presented in a  text  and 
subsequently cr i t iqued this  phenomenon:

Our view is  yet  di f ferent .  The poem 
is  not the cri t ic ’ s  own and not the au-
thor ’ s  ( i t  i s  detached from the author 
at  birth and goes about the world be-
yond his  power to intend about i t  or 
control  i t ) .  The poem belongs to the 
publ ic .  I t  i s  embodied in language, 
the pecul iar  possess ion of  the publ ic , 
and i t  i s  about the human being,  an 
object  of  publ ic  knowledge.  What 
i s  sa id about the poem is  subject  to 
the same scrutiny as  any statement 

in l inguist ics  or  in the gen-
eral  science of  psycholo-
gy.  (Wimsett  & Beards ley, 
1946,  p.  470)
Wimsett  and Beards ley’s  es-
say was quickly cri t ic ized, 
dissected,  and elaborated on 
by other major voices  with-
in the l i terary community. 
While some were uncon-
vinced that  a  work could 
gain complete autonomy 
from the historical  and bi-
ographical  factors ,  others 

readi ly accepted the notion 
that  a  text  could be i t s  own enti ty,  thus 
unable to be cri t ic ized by anything unre-
lated to the text  presented. 

Psychoanalytic Theory
 Contrari ly ,  the psychoanalyt ic  the-
ory attempts  to form a connection be-
tween an author ’ s  thoughts  and their 
work,  cementing them as  inter laced.  This 
theory seems to present i t se l f  to the an-
ti thesis  as  what New Crit icism presented 
in terms of  the s ignif icance of  an author 
to their  work.  Psychoanalyt ic  theories 
delve into the monumental  explorat ions 
establ i shed by Sigmund Freud.  In 1908, 

While the study 
of literary criticism 

is complex, with many 
different ties and 

subtleties within each 
school or theory, there 
are a few major lenses 
that focus primarily on 

the author’s relationship 
(or lack thereof) with 

their text.
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Freud published a short  essay t i t led “Cre-
at ive Writers  and Day-Dreaming.”  This 
essay establ i shed a framework for what 
would become the modern theory of  psy-
choanalysis .  Freud muses  throughout this 
essay about how an author ’ s  chi ldhood 
development and psyche can go on to 
contribute to their  writ ing.  Freud uti-
l izes  an extended metaphor in order to 
compare a  creat ive writer  with one who 
daydreams about their  own l i fe ,  way of 
thinking,  and fantas ies .  Authors ,  accord-
ing to Freud,  se l f- identi fy with the pro-
tagonists  of  their  own stories ,  weaving 
themselves  into the narrat ive: 

We wil l  keep to the lat ter  kind,  and, 
for  the purpose so for comparison, 
we wil l  choose not the writers  most 
highly esteemed by the cri t ics ,  but 
the less  pretentious authors  of  nov-
els ,  romances and short  s tories ,  who 
nevertheless  have the widest  and 
most  eager circ le  of  readers  of  both 
sexes .  One feature above a l l  cannot 
fa i l  to s tr ike us  about the creat ions 
of  these s tory-writers :  each of  them 
has a  hero who is  the centre of  in-
terest ,  for  whom the writer  tr ies  to 
win our sympathy by every poss ible 
means and whom he seems to place 
under the protect ion of  a  specia l 
Providence.  (Freud,  1908,  p.  425) 

Crit ic isms of Psychoanalytic Theory 
 With this ,  i t  i s  presumed that 
through the lens of  psychoanalysis ,  an 
author would be unable to be removed 
from his  or  her novels ,  as  they are an 
extension of  his  or  her psyche.  Others 
within the l i terary cri t ic i sm community 
largely dismissed Freud’s  ideas  concern-
ing the t ies  between an author ’ s  internal 
thoughts  and their  writ ings,  including 
Peter  Brooks (1987) in a  journal  art ic le 
t i t led “The Idea of  a  Psychoanalyt ic  Lit-
erary Crit ic ism”:

Psychoanalyt ic  l i terary cri t ic i sm has 
a lways been something of  an em-

barrassment.  One res i s t s  label ing 
as  a  ‘psychoanalyt ic  cr i t ic ’  because 
the kind of  cr i t ic i sm evoked by the 
term most ly deserves  the bad name 
i t  largely has  made for i t se l f… And 
in general ,  I  think we need to wor-
ry about the legit imacy and force 
that  psychoanalysis  may cla im when 
imported into the s tudy of  l i terary 
texts .  (Brooks,  1987,  p.  334) 

Crit ics  have largely supported opinions 
such as  Brook’s ,  cr i t ic izing the lack of 
pure,  scienti f ic  data to help Freud’s  seem-
ingly unfounded cla ims:  “Freud is  a  l ive 
i s sue for the cultural  and l i terary com-
mentators ,  and they – we – are bit ter ly 
divided.  Some – including some dist in-
guished ex-Freudian cri t ics  -  now agree 
with the scientis t s  that  Freud was wrong, 
and add that  Freud was not merely wrong, 
but wicked” (Jackson,  2014,  pp.  1–3) . 
This  sentiment was backed throughout 
both the scienti f ic  and l i terary commu-
nit ies  as  each f ie ld began to dismiss  the 
ideas  that  Freud la id out . 

Applications of Literary Theories 
and Cancel Culture

 So,  i t  goes to fol low i f  one bel ieves 
in the ‘art  for  art ’ s  sake’  theory and New 
Crit ic ’ s  assert ions regarding the autono-
my of  art  and l i terature from the author, 
there would seem to be no reason to com-
plete ly “cancel”  a  work of  l i terature due 
to the author fa l l ing out of  favor with the 
publ ic .  On the other hand,  i f  one were 
to bel ieve the weak,  often-dismissed psy-
choanalyt ic  viewpoint regarding l i ter-
ature and the author ’ s  re lat ionship,  an 
author ’ s  views cannot be separated from 
their  works.  Psychoanalyt ic  theories , 
which convey the idea that  a  book is  di-
rect ly impacted by the author ’ s  dreams, 
background,  biases ,  etc .  are the often-cit-
ed reasoning for why a controvers ia l  au-
thor ’ s  works must  be cancel led.  This  t ies 
direct ly into why cancel  culture would 
af fect  an author ’ s  publ i shed works.  I f  an 
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author i s  accused of  being racis t  or  sex-
is t ,  for  example,  one fol lowing the afore-
mentioned l ines  of  logic could assume 
that  there would be re lated,  controver-
s ia l  undertones within the text .  Looking 
at  Plath’s  problematic writ ing cal l s  into 
quest ion whether her works were writ ten 
with overt  or  subt le  antisemit ic  messages , 
creat ing an ethical  di lemma for readers . 
Detangling these unpalatable views from 
an otherwise wel l-writ ten novel  could 
pose as  an i s sue,  thus requir ing the entire 
oeuvre to be removed from the public ’ s 
viewing.  But,  by using sol id foundations 
of  l i terary theory through the phi losophy 
of  ‘art  for  art ’ s  sake’  and New Crit icism, 
there i s  a  c lear  argument against  retroac-
t ively cancel ing or disregarding a nov-
el  due to i t s  author ’ s  personal  his tory.  A 
strong case can be made against  cancel-
l ing a novel  due to their  author ’ s  contro-
vers ies  due to the postulat ions that  works 
are capable of  having an autonomous ex-
is tence with no real  purpose as ide from 
what the consumer of  these arts  ass igns 
to them, combined with the idea that  l i t-
erature i s  completely autonomous from 
the author ’ s  background and biographi-
cal  data . 

Conclusion
 Ult imately,  cancel  culture i s  a  ma-
jor ,  widespread cultural  phenomenon that 
has  only grown with the ever-increas ing 
rel iance on the Internet .  As consumers 
and onlookers  begin to take a  thorough 
look at  the personal  l ives  and mindsets 
of  entertainers ,  creators ,  and writers ,  the 
dis t inct ion can be made between these 
cr i t ic i sms and the works of  the person 
who is  in the l imel ight .  But,  when con-
sidering artwork such as  l i terature,  there 
are prevalent theories  that  can help sup-
port  the argument against  cancel ing the 
l i terary works of  a  “problematic” author. 
The phi losophies  behind the theories  of 
‘art  for  art ’ s  sake’  and New Crit icism ve-
hemently oppose condemning novels  due 
to external  factors  such as  the author ’ s 

background,  the supposed “purpose” of 
a  novel ,  and views that  are dependent 
on the individual  reader ’ s  thoughts  and 
opinions.  As the number of  past  and pres-
ent authors  and art i s t s  facing personal 
controvers ies  grows,  i t  i s  important for 
readers  and consumers of  the arts  to re-
tain knowledge on how l i terary and phi l-
osophical  theories  can help protect  works 
from the controvers ies  of  i t s  creator . 

By using solid foundations 
of literary theory through 

the philosophy of ‘art 
for art’s sake’ and New 

Criticism, there is a 
clear argument against 

retroactively canceling or 
disregarding a novel due 

to its author’s personal 
history.
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