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T
his issue of Contingent Horizons explores the theme of Public Anthropology. In this 
issue, we ask: how can anthropology be accountable to broader publics? How can 
anthropological questions address issues of social justice for the public good? What 

are the implications of our research for relevant communities and publics? How does 
engaging public discourse influence anthropological scholarship and theoretical debates?

This thematic issue is inspired by the emphasis on Public Anthropology at the 
Department of Anthropology of York University, particularly through the Public 
Anthropology Collaboratory, the Summer Ethnographic Institute, the Public Anthropology 
Lecture series, and the Minor/Certificate in Advocacy and Public Engagement. These 
initiatives support the development of research projects and pedagogies with a public 
dimension.

We are pleased to publish seven original articles that consider how anthropological 
thinking relates to broader public concerns. In “The Imagery of Iranian National Identity,” 
Raheleh Abbasinejad thoughtfully analyzes the slogans of the 2009 Green movement 
political protests as demonstrative of an emergent plural national identity in Iran as 
characterized by anticolonialism, religion, and civic solidarity. Katelyn Squires explores 
the manifestation of anarchism in Athens, Greece, following the aftermath of the sov-
ereign debt crisis and austerity measures in her article “Erisian Mysteries.” Lea Alilovic 
considers the entangled issues of migration and gender violence in Nothern Mexico in 
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“Borderland, Maquilas, and Feminicide,” highlighting the role of maquiladoras, or foreign 
owned manufacturing plants, in amplifying women’s vulnerabilities in the borderland. 
In “The Biopolitics of Prenatal Diagnosis,” Leslie Vesely asks what constitutes “health” 
and problematizes prenatal testing as a biopolitical tool that reinforces the capitalist and 
neoliberal notion that “health” is valuable in terms of ability and productivity. Zaynab Ali, 
in “Facebook,” explores the powerful surveillance mechanisms of Facebook in terms of 
a Foucauldian panopticon. Suzanne Kennedy depicts how nasa’s visual representations 
of global climate change demonstrate a limited way of knowing the world in “nasa’s 
Big Picture,” one that hides stories of climate change that unfold on the ground for both 
humans and more-than-humans. Finally, in “The Pointe Shoe,” Sebastian Oreamuno exam-
ines the gendering of the pointe shoe and, informed by a personal dance practice, explores 
both the barriers and benefits for men to dance on pointe.
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In this paper, I analyze the nation-building project that the Islamic Republic of Iran has pro-

duced and reproduced in the past four decades. I explore the political, social, and economic 

processes contributing to the (un)doing of identity projects, by investigating the 2009 pro-

tests following the Iranian presidential election and analyzing the slogans shouted from both 

sides of the conflict. I analyze these slogans, their words, metaphors, and meanings embedded 

in them to extract various aspects of national identity imagery, ideologies, and discourses in 

Iran. I argue that the narratives that emerged during the political protests of the 2009 Iranian 

Green movement demonstrate the formation of a plural national identity in Iran, which allows 

for the inclusion of more and more citizens. I contextualize my questions in the post-Islamic 

Revolution time period and specifically in the last decade (2009 to the present), because this 

period has undergone multiple civic movements. I contend that by placing the Iranian Green 

Movement under scrutiny various dimensions of contemporary national discussions in Iran can 

be exposed; notably anticolonial nationalism (fear of foreign domination), religious nationalism 

(Islamic and Shia), and civic nationalism. 

KEY WORDS Iran, national identity, nationalism, civic movements, protests, slogans

RAHELEH ABBASINEJAD
MASTERS STUDENT, SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY STUDIES

YORK UNIVERSITY, TORONTO, CANADA

The Imagery of Iranian National Identity
A Typology of Slogans During the Aftermath of the 2009 Presidential Election 

A
s an active force with the ability to mobilize the masses of the population in dif-
ferent parts of the world, nationalism is a dominant form of cultural and political 
identity where people with shared characteristics have a mutual feeling of belong-

ing to one nation, state, or homeland. However, I have always wondered what shared char-
acteristics have contributed to the crafting of collective national identity among Iranians? 
What makes citizens feel belonging to one nation (if that is the case)? There is no consen-
sual agreement regarding Iranian national identity; for instance, Persian Iranians living in 
the diaspora may choose to introduce themselves by ethnicity as Persian (thus distancing 
themselves from about forty percent of non-Persian Iranian citizens), or by the highly 
politicized national identity as Iranian that directly associates them with the recognized 
politics and ideologies of the state of the Islamic Republic all over the world. 

Contemporary Iran has experienced the development of several distinctive discourses 
on the construction of national identity, especially after the 1979 Islamic Revolution. In this 
paper, following Richard Handler (1988), I argue that the definition of national identity 
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in Iran is composed of several elements informed by the interplay of politics, culture, and 
nationalism across contemporary Iranian history. I argue that Iranian identity cannot be 
reduced to the Persian Empire, which used to be promoted by the prerevolutionary monar-
chy, or to ethnicity, or religion (that is endorsed by the current religious leadership). 

As Ernest Gellner (1983) states in Nation and Nationalism: “Nationalism has been 
defined, in effect, as the striving to make culture and polity congruent, to endow a 
culture with its own political roof, and not more, than one roof at that” (40). On this 
account, Iranian national identity has been shaped and reshaped, produced and repro-
duced, through modern history, not only by changing internal political powers but by 
external factors such as the long-term British colonization of the region, World Wars I and 
II, and post-Second World War American influence in Iran. Similarly, in Nationalism and 
the Politics of Culture in Quebec, Richard Handler (1988) argues that in Western Europe’s 
classical nation-states projects, “state-building bred national identity rather than simply 
following from it” (8). 

Thus, in this paper I seek the central components of the national identity and the 
nation-building project “bred” (Handler 1988, 8) by the state of Islamic Republic. I inves-
tigate the political, social, and economic processes contributing to the doing/undoing of 
identity projects in Iran by discussing the 2009 presidential election, the Green Movement 
protests provoked afterward, and the slogans chanted during the demonstrations. I employ 
these slogans as the lenses through which one can analyze the nationalist ideologies and 
discourses in Iran. 

Contextualizing my questions regarding the Iranian national identity project in the 
post-Islamic Revolution time period, specifically between 2009 and the present, I argue 
that the multiple civic movements during this period reflect the dominant nationalist 
discourses in Iran. In particular, I scrutinize the Iranian Green Movement, the political 
movement in the wake of the 2009 presidential election that criticized the election as 
fraudulent and called for the removal of President-elect Mahmoud Ahmadinejad from 
office. I argue that the protests of this movement (lasting for several months in the form 
of silent demonstrations, social media campaigns, and so forth, despite being brutally sup-
pressed by the state) expose the various obscure dimensions of contemporary nationalism 
in Iran. The Green Movement’s national identity discourses are revealing, due to its “gen-
eral lack of defining and limiting parameters” and subsequent broad reach (Siavoshi 2014, 
266). This movement also provides the opportunity to study the dichotomies between the 
definition of national identity presented by the state officials (and its followers), and the 
common people (mainly the opposition) in Iran.   

Nicholas De Genova (2013), in the Spectacle of migrant illegality, defines the “border 
spectacle” as a scene of exclusion where the illegality of unwanted or undesirable migrants 
is rendered “spectacularly visible” (1180–1). In his view, the visible exclusionary character-
istic of border policing reifies the inaccessible and invisible laws, illegalizing the migrant’s 
existence (2013). Although De Genova’s (2013) argument regarding migrants and immigra-
tion laws is broader than the focus of this paper, his approach toward borders is useful here 
when considering Iranian nationalism.   

De Genova’s (2013) discussion of scenes that embody the abstract “exclusionary” atti-
tudes of the states toward their citizens supports my examination of Iranian national 
identity. The massive participation in the 2009 presidential election, the candidates’ 
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campaigns, the questionable results of the election, and the crisis that manifested in the 
subsequent Green Movement brought to the fore the enduring and heartily contested 
questions regarding Iranian national identity and its relation to the “form and function of 
the state that presides over it” (Siavoshi 2014, 253). Consequently, I suggest this election 
spectacle enacts a scene of both exclusion and inclusion within the Islamic Republic and 
makes the notion of national identity recognition among people visible.

Choosing the particular occasion of the 2009 elections and subsequent Green 
Movement as the scene, or “spectacle,” of this article was threefold. First, it was a national 
election, and consequently most people living in Iran were included simply by having 
citizenship. As a democratic country holding elections, every citizen has the right to vote; 
indicating their existence within the nation-state, and the state therefore must recognize 
the incorporation of citizens into the state’s formulations. Second, it was a presidential 
election which highlights that, as a national election and because the state of Iran is a 
Republic, the issues discussed during debates focused on national concerns. Indeed, the 
state was holding and monitoring the election; therefore, the state’s nationalist views were 
expressed before, during, and after the election. And third, the 2009 national elections 
encouraged unprecedented public participation in post-revolution Iran, with mainstream 
nationalist discussions emergent during the Green Movement protests in response to the 
state-imposed ideologies. Despite its aftermath, not only did the national mass media 
endeavor to represent the election as a “national epic” (or Hamas-e-Melli, in its Persian 
translation) but concurrently the authorities condemned and suppressed the outnum-
bered opposing groups both verbally and physically, labelling them as enemies of the state 
who were associated with Britain, Israel, and the United States. 

Initially, I intended to focus on the candidate’s campaigns, debates, statements, and 
promises revolving around nationalism. However, while researching and reading the stud-
ies conducted on the 2009 election, I discovered a long list of more than forty different slo-
gans shouted from both sides of the crisis against each other during the Green Movement. 
This engaged my attention in such a way that I changed my approach. I then started to 
create a typology of slogans by doing a close analysis of the words, metaphors, and the 
meanings embedded in them, to examine the various aspects of national identity projects 
operating in Iran, which resonated with the slogans. 

To borrow from Eric J. Hobsbawm’s (1990) observation about nations and nationalism, 
Iran’s revolutionary ideology was “a dual phenomenon, constructed essentially from above, 
but which cannot be understood unless also analyzed from below, that is regarding the 
assumptions, hopes, needs, longings, and interests of ordinary people” (150). Therefore, 
a typology of slogans provides me with opportunities to analyze the Islamic Republic 
of Iran’s national discourses from “below,” as Hobsbawm (1990) argues is necessary to 
understand nationalism. 

As Robert Denton (1980) argues, a slogan is “a rhetorical device” that can provide 
scholars, politicians, and even the general public “with topical outlines of the major con-
cerns, frustrations, and hopes of society” (10). However, despite their potential to expose 
widespread concerns confronting people, there is a lack of scholarship on the nature of 
slogans, whether used in political campaigns or chanted during movements and demon-
strations. The purpose of this paper is to recognize the capacities and attributes of slogans 
as they are used in the Iranian Green movements and campaigns. 
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In the following sections of this article, I categorize the slogans shouted during the 
Green Movement into three different groups: Anticolonial Nationalism (fear of foreign 
domination), religious nationalism, and civic nationalism. These categories enable a deep 
and precise understanding of the slogans’ contexts, forms, meanings, roots, and so forth. 
The structure of this paper will be organized via these categories. I argue that by examin-
ing the narrative of the 2009 Green Movement we can detect a new and different type of 
national identity in Iran: a plural identity of civic nationalism that includes all citizens and 
does not exclude based on ethnicity, gender, and political or religious beliefs.

Methodology
I collected the slogans analyzed in this paper from newspapers, YouTube videos, online 
news agencies, and from direct ethnographic observation. I lived in Tehran at the time of 
the 2009 election and subsequent Green Movement and attended some of the demonstra-
tions held by protesters after the election, in 2009 and 2010. I have translated most of the 
slogans from Persian to English myself, except for those I refer to by Dabashi (2011) and 
Michael Fischer (2010). I have also had my translations reviewed by two other Iranians 
fluent in Persian and English to confirm my interpretations. 

In this article, I have scrutinized some of the slogans, such as “Takbir” or “Allah-o-
Akbar,” by contextualizing them historically, socially and politically in contemporary Iran.  
Furthermore, for the remaining chants, including “Mousavi, BBC, The British Agent,” I 
have examined the words and metaphors utilized by the protesters and situated them 
within the cultural context from which they stem. Thus, I have conducted a close survey of 
the words, metaphors, and the meanings embedded therein to highlight aspects of Iranian 
national identity imagery echoed by the slogans.

Contextual Background 
Iran’s tenth presidential election was held on June 12, 2009, in which Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad, the incumbent, was running against three candidates, including two public 
reformist figures, Mir-Hossein Mousavi and Mehdi Karroubi.1 The election intensified 
when Mousavi, the Iranian reformist politician and the last Prime Minister of the Islamic 
Republic from 1981 to 1989, during the Iran-Iraq war, declared his candidacy. Mousavi 
came back to politics after twenty years of an almost total absence which was regarded 
as a manifestation of his disapproving attitude toward Ahmadinejad’s established regime. 

During one of the pre-election debates about the National Television Broadcast, 
Mousavi stated that his reappearance in politics was with the aim of protesting against 
the prevalent corruption in the Ahmadinejad presidential period: “I am a revolutionary 
man and speaking here to protest the current situation [...] They [the authority] have 
brought the country to the point, which is full of lies and hypocrisy!” (irib1 2009). He 
started acrimonious campaigns against Ahmadinejad and ultimately became the leader 
of the post-election unrest. His leadership was highly supported by Mohammad Khatami, 
former president of Iran (from 1982–1992) and the leader of reformist campaigns since 
1982 (Tait 2009a). 
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Under the leadership of Mousavi, reformists were united during the post-election 
unrest. The Iranian reformists (or Eslahtalaban in Persian) are a political group that gen-
erally supports former President Khatami’s ideas to reform the established Iranian politi-
cal system in order to incorporate more freedom and democracy. Pro-reformists are also 
regularly called leftist (or chap, in Persian), or called the opposition among the elites. After 
the 2009 election most of the prominent reformists, including Khatami, were condemned 
as “spies” and “traitors” by the state and consequently were arrested, exiled or prohibited 
from political activities and appearing in mass media (Moaveni 2011).

The 2009 presidential election spectacle, in Hamid Dabashi’s (2011) words, was cer-
tainly an “unrivaled mobilization of the public throughout Iran” (13). It was anticipated by 
weeks of passionate campaigns, public gatherings, and debates; nationwide pre-election 
euphoria manifested in a dynamic life in the streets, spirited and vivacious, with a glim-
mer of hope for change through a peaceful democratic election. It was a historic moment 
for Iran, during which there was unity among all Iranian groups—various social, cultural, 
political and economic dichotomies and gaps among people were not at the fore. According 
to Dabashi (2011): “Voting turned into a national struggle for Iran, for its future, for our 
country, and not necessarily for an election held by the Islamic Republic” (10).  The day 
following the election, the Islamic Republic News Agency announced that Ahmadinejad 
had won the election with 63% of the votes cast (Al Jazeera 2009).  

However, there were substantial inconsistencies in the results, which surprised peo-
ple and led to protests with millions of Iranians in opposition to the declared victory of 
Ahmadinejad—a response that is now called the Iranian Green Movement (Tait, Black, 
and Tran 2009). Eventually, the post-election disappointment and suppression of the 
Green Movement followers, whose hopes were shattered in a night, not only exacerbated 
the pre-election political gaps within Iranian nationhood but alienated the majority of 
people from the state. It divided the nation into relative or insider (Khodi) and irrelative 
or outsider (Na-khodi) individuals, into ‘us’ and ‘them.’ Thus, people turned against each 
other, especially after Ahmadinejad called the anti-Ahmadinejad rallies a gathering of 

“khas-o-khashak” which translates to “dirt and dust” (Islamic Republic of Iran Presidency 
2009). 

Subsequently, an impromptu slogan, later turned into a song, responded to the 
Ahmadinejad insult with the words: “Khas-o-khashak to’ie, Doshman-e in Khak to’ie” (mean-
ing, “you are the dirt and the dust, you are the Enemy of this land!”), or by another 
frequently heard slogan: “Ma Khas-o-Khashak Nistim, Ma Mellat Iranim” (“We are not dirt 
and dust, we are Iran’s nation”) (Tait 2009c). The pre-election unity was bifurcated; the 
rhythm was broken (Fischer 2010, 497). The offending words “khas-o-khashak” (dirt 
and dust) soon became a badge of pride for protesters. One of Iran’s most famous musi-
cians, Mohammad Reza Shajjarian, asked the state broadcaster (irib) to refrain from 
broadcasting his songs: “because this is the voice of dirt and dust and will always remain 
so” (Schott 2009).  

Demonstrators gathered to mourn the protesters murdered by Iran’s Basijis (pro-
government militia) in several silent marches. One of the silent march protesters, 
interviewed with Telegraph (2009), described the scene as “the overwhelming sea of peo-
ple in black standing there in silence.” Further, he said: “No matter how many of these 
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one goes to, you just can’t get used to the sight of tens or hundreds of thousands of people 
walking or just standing there in silence” (quoted in McDowall and Freeman 2009). The 
silent marches were effective as a way of expressing a long-term silenced and suppressed 
citizenship, and a method of displaying the long-standing ignorance by the state toward 
opposition existence and belonging to the nation. 

Anticolonial Nationalism (Fear of Foreign Domination) 
Gellner (1983) defines Nationalism as “a theory of political legitimacy,” requiring that “the 
political, and the national unit should be congruent” (1). He analyzed nationalism from 
a historical viewpoint in which “cultural similarity as a basis for political legitimacy” was 
one of the central features of his theory (1983, 1). Gellner also argues that ethnic boundar-
ies should not go beyond the political ones, particularly “ethnic boundaries within a given 
state should not separate the power-holders from the rest” (1983, 3). 

In Iran, the protests of diversified groups of people after the presidential election in 
2009 indeed cut across the political boundaries of the Islamic Republic. Mousavi, the main 
leader of the Green Movement, who has been placed under house arrest since February 
2011, continuously began to question the election results and urged his supporters not to 
lose hope from the moment the results were released (see his statements in Mousavi 2012). 
He openly described Ahmadinejad’s government as illegitimate and promised that the pro-
tests would continue until the state repeals the election results, stating that: “A majority of 
the people, including me, do not accept (the government’s) political legitimacy” (Mousavi 
2012, 32). He continued, in his first statement published the day after the election, June 
2009, that: “it is our historical responsibility to continue our protests and not to abandon 
our efforts to preserve the nation’s rights. A ruling system that relied on people’s trust for 
30 years cannot replace this with security forces overnight” (Mousavi 2012, 32). The Green 
Movement, therefore, located nationalism and national political legitimacy amongst the 
people rather than the state. 

As a result, soon after the election the state began to denounce the Green Movement, 
Mousavi, Karroubi, and all their supporters by several means including false accusations. 
The Green movement was positioned by the state as threatening to the Islamic Republic’s 
thirty years of nation-building. The slogans: “Mousavi, bbc, Amel-e-Engilisi” (which trans-
lates to “Mousavi, BBC, The British Agent,”), and “Karoubi-e-Bisavad, Amel-e-Dast-e-Mossad” 
(or “The illiterate Karoubi, The Mossad Agent” in English) (Borna news n.d.), as well as 
other more traditional slogans, such as “Death to America,” “Death to Israel,” and “Death 
to Britain,” were among many that arose in the rallies held by the pro-government dem-
onstrators. They mostly started to emerge when Hossein Shariatmadari, editor-in-chief of 
the influential conservative and pro-state newspaper Kayhan, blatantly accused Mousavi 
of being an “American Agent,” by writing that “We have to ask whether the actions of 
Mousavi and his supporters are in response to instructions of American authorities” (Tait 
2009b). Shariatmadari wrote: “Documents and undeniable evidence show that this mis-
sion was directed from the outside” (Tait 2009b). He then went further and asked for a 

“public trial” for Mousavi and other pro-reform public figures such as the former president, 
Khatami (Tait 2009b). 
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The accusation appeared to be part of the regime’s strategy of depicting the demon-
strations as arranged by foreign governments. It was part of an old political practice of 
illegalizing the unwanted and oppositional citizens in the Islamic Republic after the 1979 
Revolution. To reinforce the practice, the state also charged one of the Iranian employees 
of the British embassy with “acting against national security,” a catch-all accusation lev-
eled against not only political activists, but also lay people who participated in the Green 
Movement marches. This banal performance in the Islamic Republic, through which the 
state convicts the opposition of treason, first reflected the post-revolution construction of 
the homogeneous and essentialist evil of the “other,” that is, the United States/Britain/the 
West. Moreover, this was echoed with the continuous Iranian struggle for independence 
in contemporary history. Unexpectedly, this approach was not limited to the government. 
Studying the Green Movement slogans demonstrates how the anticolonial/anti-foreigner 
attitudes of the Islamic Republic state were extended in their application to the opposi-
tional groups and the nation as well.  

On July 17, 2009, Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani (1934–2017), former president of Iran 
who supported the opposition, led the Friday Prayer, called Jumu’ah, in Tehran. Jumu’ah 
in Iran is a state-supported event, in which The Imam, who leads Jumu’ah and preaches 
(politically) during the event, would be assigned by the Supreme Leader. Additionally, 
organizers of Jumu’ah usually ask participants to shout ideological chants (i.e., “death to 
America,” or “death to Hypocrite”) after the prayer. Therefore, normally people attending 
Jumu’ah are pro-government, and most of the opposition (even those who are religious) are 
reluctant to participate. However, as Hashemi was chosen to lead this particular Jumu’ah, 
lots of protesters attended the event and turned it into a scene of legal demonstration. 

They replied to the calls for “Death to America!” by chanting “Death to Russia!” 
(Balatarin 2009). This new chant seemed to be a reaction to the fact that the Russian 
government quickly accepted the results of the June 12, 2009 presidential election and 
welcomed Mr. Ahmadinejad in Moscow days later, even though Iran’s streets were filled 
with protesters (Mackey 2009). Demonstrators also believed that the militants, who were 
suppressing the protesters brutally in the streets, were either Russian or at least trained in 
Russia. In this respect, Karoubi, in his statement declared in September 2009, alluded to 
the role of the militants trained by the “Northern neighbor [Russia]” (bbc Persian 2009a), 
who learned how to control the protesters by terrorizing them. 

Whether or not Russia, Britain, or United States really interfered in the 2009 election 
aftermath, the fact that both sides of the conflict blamed foreigners for domestic issues was 
remarkable. Poopak Ta’ati (1988), in her comprehensive article Concern for Autonomy in 
Twentieth-Century Iran, argues that in the last century one of the major concerns within the 
Iranian society has been for political and social autonomy (22). Ta’ati (1988) argues that this 
concern has become central to the imagery of Iranian National Identity. Most of the signifi-
cant political and social events of twentieth-century Iran, such as the Tobacco Movement 
against British Colonization (1890–1892), the Constitutional movement which was finally 
suppressed by Russia (1905–1906), the Oil nationalization movement (1950–1953), and 
the Islamic Revolution (1978–1979), were fueled by anti-American aspirations (26–46). 

Ta’ati’s (1988) reading of history elucidates the depth of this Iranian National concern 
for autonomy and provides supporting evidence that shouting anti-colonial slogans on 
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both sides of the Green Movement was not an accident, and nor was it a mere impo-
sition of people such as Shariatmadari or Karoubi. The nation was already inclined to 
relate domestic issues to the foreigners. The “fear of domination,” as Dabashi (2016, 152) 
articulates, has contributed to the Iranian national identity project. Secular nationalism 
did, and of course is, of paramount importance to the Middle East in the middle of the 
twentieth century, but all the forms of nationalism eventually failed to produce liberation 
from foreign domination. Nationalistic resentment of foreign domination also fueled the 
major Islamist movements of the last century, including the 1979 revolution in Iran. In 
this case, revolutionary leader Ayatollah Khomeini’s anti-imperialist ideology combined 
with a socialist one and effectively evoked people’s national sentiments through religious 
discourses.

Religious Nationalism
“Takbir” or “Allah-o-Akbar” (meaning, God is the greatest), is an Islamic religious chant, 
and was one of the most prominent slogans shouted from the rooftops every night during 
1979 revolution, which provoked severe reactions by the state at that time. According to 
Roxanne Varzi (2011), Ayatollah Khomeini, the revolution leader, “led a disparate group 
of Marxists, feminists, socialists, radical Islamists, secular students, and everyday citizens 
into one cry: ‘Allah-o-Akbar’” (59), to fight against social injustice and “overcome foreign 
domination concurrently” (Ta’ati 1988, 47). The slogan “Allah-o-Akbar” was not necessarily 
intended for returning to Islam, or establishing an Islamic state; on the contrary, it was 
more related to the nationalistic goals (Aghaie 2014; Ta’ati 1988, 61). 

Kamran Scot Aghaie (2014) emphasizes the significance of the approach of religious 
movements which are also considered “National Movements” and in some cases like Iran 
are even “Nationalistic Movements” (182). By comparing different theoretical approaches, 
he proposes “Religious Nationalism” as the best approach for studying the relationship 
between religion and nationalism, in which religion is neither external to nationalism 
nor an ethnic signifier (Aghaie 2014, 184). Thus, during the Islamic Revolution, religious 
nationalism can be understood as having offered a “viable alternative” to achieving social 
and political autonomy and demanding “civil justice” (Ta’ati 1988, 21). It was the incorpo-
ration of post-colonial theories with a strong sense of “national belonging” (Varzi 2011, 61).

In June 2009, these night-time outcries of “Allah-o-Akbar” returned in the aftermath of 
the election and lasted for several months. In line with the arguments above, the rooftop 
chanting of “Allah-o-Akbar” can be understood as more profound than merely recalling 
the 1979 revolution or even asking for God’s help. It was retrieving the Islamic (and Shia) 
words and gestures as an acceptable tactic of protest. Using this tactic, on the one hand, 
questioned the legitimacy of the state and, on the other hand, pushed the government to 
recognize the protestors as legitimate citizens rather than unauthorized and ever silent 
people, merely living in Iran. Also, by combining anti-government sentiments with Islamic 
slogans, as Elisabeth Jane Yarbakhsh (2014) explains: “some limits were placed on the abil-
ity of the sovereign to exercise its right to violence against the protesters” (22). Moreover, 
this slogan played an integral role as a medium of encouragement, heartening people to 
maintain their protests by connecting citizens in the most distanced corners of the nation. 
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The imagined solidarity among protesters was converted into an obvious manifestation 
in the form of chanting. However, “Takbir” was not the only religious chants heard in the 
protests. 

On December 27, 2009, the day of Ashura that marks the climax of the Remembrance 
of Muharram, Mousavi led the most massive demonstration since June 2009 in Tehran. 
Over the centuries, every year on the day of Ashura, Shia Muslims commemorate the 
death of Hossein ibn Ali (Imam Hossein), the grandson of the Prophet Muhammad. Imam 
Hossein refused to make alliance with Yazid, the tyrant of time, and concede him as the 
new caliph of Islam, so he was brutally killed by the order of Yazid, at the Battle of Karbala 
on 10th of Muharram in the year 61 AH.  

Consequently, the demonstration’s importance was twofold. First, the state suppressed 
the demonstration with considerable violence. According to the official government 
reports, four people died that day, including the nephew of Mousavi who was killed in a 
drive-by shooting outside his home in Tehran (Fischer 2010, 508). Furthermore, the pro-
testers combined the anti-government slogans with the Muharram’s chants and created 
newer ones: “Mah, mah-e khun ast, Seyyid Ali sar negun ast” (It’s the month, the month 
of blood, Seyyed Ali—Khamenei—will be toppled) (bbc Persian 2009b). In this newer 
version Yazid, the symbol of tyranny, was replaced by Ali, meaning Seyyed Ali Khamenei 
resembles Yazid. 

Likewise, in other examples of these distorted slogans, people continuously made us of 
older chants by replacing Imam Hossein with Mir-Hossein (the Green Movement Leader) 
and Yazid with Ali (Khamenei), otherwise they simply made impromptu slogans. These 
slogans mostly related to the concept of the battle of Karbala, as the protesters that I heard 
shouted: “We are not from the city of Kufa,” We are not followers of Yazid” or “O Hossein, 
Mir-Hossein.” In all these chants, the government (Ahmadinejad, Khamenei, as well as 
the gangs of young men who policed the streets from the back of motorbikes with batons 
and chains) was “conceptualized as Yazid the arch-tyrant of Karbala,” and pro-government 
demonstrators were likened to the people of Kufa who betrayed Imam Hossein (Fischer 
2010, 508). 

Kufa is the city in which Imam Hossein grew up, and before the battle of Karbala, its 
citizens wrote a letter to Imam Hossein and invited him to their city so that they would 
make an alliance with him to fight in the battle of Karbala against Yazid’s army. However, 
they refused to help him in the very last minute and led him to go confront Yazid with an 
army of about a hundred soldiers. These politicized slogans, chanted during Ashura 2009, 
as well as the religious concept of martyrdom (Shahadat, in Persian), situated the protests 
within the paradigm of Karbala, including Ashura; the concept of martyrdom, and the 
resistance of Imam Hossein against the oppression, comprises another pivotal component 
of Shia identity which has been an integral part of the Iranian National identity.  

Elizabeth Yarbakhsh (2014) believes that the Iranian historical experience resonates 
with the Marxian claim; she claims that during revolutionary periods, people invoke “the 
spirits of the past to their service and borrow from them names, battle cries, and cos-
tumes to present the new scene of world history in this time-honored disguise and this 
borrowed language” (77). Accordingly, before the Islamic Revolution, the reconstructed 
and revolutionary version of the “Ashura narrative” alongside “Allah-o-Akbar” mobilized 
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disparate groups into a mass movement against “entrenched tyranny” (Ram 1996, 82). 

Indeed, recalling the “Karbala paradigm” was of paramount importance to the Iranian 
National Identity project, as it empowered people to reject imposed “Persianized” citizen-
ship of Shah for an alternative (Ram 1996, 70). This other citizenship was mainly based 
on newly (re)imagined Shia identity, a “vaguely defined but highly emotive alternative 
configuration of citizenship and nationality” (Yarbakhsh 2014, 79). 

Moreover, Fischer (2010) illuminates how the “Karbala Paradigm” was a vehicle to 
incorporate “morality and social justice as the goals of politics” during the revolution (504). 
He maintains that the usage of this paradigm has gradually shifted toward the “secular” 
opposition in Iran to re-claim both “politics” and “morality” against the Islamic Republic 
state’s “monopoly” over the “interpretation of Islam” and “martyrdom” (2010, 502). The 
figure of the “Martyr,” who has an unquestionable significance within Iranian national 
myth-making, and the concept of the “Martyr Culture” which has been produced and 
reproduced in the Islamic Republic, has created and preserved a strong “Islamic public 
sphere” and nation-state in recent decades (Varzi 2011, 61; Yarbakhsh 2014, 78).  

Politicians like Ahmadinejad, for instance, emphasize the conception of martyrdom 
and associate themselves with the history of “martyrolog[y]” (Yarbakhsh 2014, 78) and 
justice in Islam and Iran, thereby cleansing and legitimizing their states. The origins of 
this history can be traced back to the Iran–Iraq war, the 1979 Islamic Revolution, and to 
the very earliest periods of Islam. This religious paradigm notably played a vital role in 
the 2009 Green Movement when a young woman, Neda, died during a protest. She then 
became a symbol of strong national identity among protesters that were both democratic 
and Islamic: “Koshteh Nadadim ke Sazesh konim, Sandogh-e-Dast khordeh Shomaresh Konim” 
(We did not make martyr to compromise, to count the rigged ballot box). 

Yarbakhsh (2014) contends that if you want to promote the culture of martyrdom 
successfully, there must necessarily be a “martyrological confrontation,” meaning that 
there must be an “absolute” evil fighting the martyr (78). The audience of the martyrdom 
narrative would then resent this evil and appreciate the oppressed opposition. As in the 
aftermath of the 2009 election, the Green Movement developed the paradigm of Karbala 
to position itself as “Mazloum” (meaning oppressed) against the (evil) state. 

Thus, the Iranian government lost its “monopoly control” over martyrdom (Dabashi 
2011, 15). The absolute evil in the state’s narrative of Ashura used to be “the West,” but the 
protesters who were forcing the state to acknowledge them as legitimate Shia citizens 
changed this association, using religious slogans and insisting the Green Movement mar-
tyrs against the absolute evil of the state (Yarbakhsh 2014, 85). As a result, the state’s use 
of violence in the face of peaceful religious-like protests ultimately delegitimized the state 
of Islamic Republic. The state was stripped of its postcolonial, feminist, antiracist, and 
spiritual qualities the moment Neda Soltani became the “martyr” of a new call for change 
(Varzi 2011, 62).

Civic Nationalism
The difference between the word for poem and the word for slogan in Persian is just one let-
ter—in Persian, poem is “She’r” ( ر ع ش ) and slogan is  “Sho’ar” ( ر ا ع ش ). Both have similar 
rhythmical structure and the same Arabic root. Both are usually metaphorical, and typically 



Abbasinejad | The Imagery of Iranian National Identity

11

arouse emotions; however, not all poems become slogans. Select poems, transformed into 
slogans, become capable of mobilizing groups of people by expressing their ideas and pur-
poses. One of the few poems that transcended its limits, as a song, and became a slogan 
is “Yar-e-Dabestani-e-Man” (translating to “My Schoolmate”), and this slogan first gained 
enormous popularity among students during the Presidential election campaigns of 1997. 

This election was the commencement of the Reformist movements in Iran, led by the 
former president Khatami who was the most famous public figure of reformists then, and 
one of the opposition leaders of the 2009 Green Movement. The song was first published 
in the sociopolitical movie From screaming to assassination (1981), and has been continu-
ously sung by Green Movement protesters as not only a kind of chanting (Kaviani 2008), 
but also a way of manifesting their identity, intentions, and approaches: 

My schoolmate
You’re with me and going along with me 
The alphabet stick is above our heads
You’re my spite and my woe
Our names have been carved
On the body of this blackboard
The stick of injustice and tyranny
Still remains on our body

This uncivilized plain of ours
Is covered with weeds
Good, if good
Bad, if bad
Dead is the hearts of its people
My hand and yours
Should tear up these curtains
Who can, except you and I
Cure our pain?

First, the song is not patriotic in traditional ways of describing the beauties of the 
country, encouraging defense, or mentioning the honor of being Iranian. It is ostensibly 
referring to the flaws of the nation as “uncivilized” and “covered with weeds,” rather than 
praising the land for its magnificence and imaginary virtues and suggesting that we have 
to save it from the evil enemy, which is a typical theme expressed in most (un)official 
national anthems. Instead, this song is more realistic and futuristic. The futuristic aspect 
of the song is the second theme embedded in the song, which inspires people to be active 
and steer their uncivilized homeland, instead of being passive. As it states: “My hand and 
yours / Should tear up these curtains / Who can, except you and I / Cure our pain?” 

It raises hope for change in the future among people by expressing social solidarity 
to cure national pains. Moreover, there is not any good/evil binary or identifiable enemy, 
with hostile intentions toward the nation, in this song. It does not represent exclusionary 
attitudes toward the audience; rather it invites all citizens (or the “schoolmates”) to par-
ticipate in a civil movement. It therefore accounts for a plural identity. 
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Furthermore, the song “My Schoolmate” depicts Iranian nation not merely as a socially 
constructed community, just imagined by the people who perceive themselves to be part 
of a group and accustomed to “banal nationalism” (Anderson 1983; Billig 1995). On the 
contrary, national identity is understood as practical, in the real world, so that Iranian 
Nationalism would not be, as Daniel Segal and Richard Handler (1992) argue, “a fixed 
thing, but something invented and reinvented by social actors and something social actors 
might invent differently now or in the future” (3). 

In this case, by examining the Green Movement’s songs and slogans, the new Iranian 
national identity project of the protesters was one of pragmatic, civic nationalism. In this 
regard, Dabashi (2011) noticed that the Green Movement goals were essentially “a mani-
festation of the celebration of life” in contrast with the larger-than ideals of the Revolution 
(15). “Where is my vote?” was the movement’s civic motto, highlighting how the protesters 
believed in ballot boxes as a “viable means of showing protest without risking their lives,” and 
how the Green Movement did not want to provoke another revolution (Dabashi 2011, 58).

The Green Movement implicitly defined new aspects for Iranian civic identity, such as 
inclusiveness and hope. This is represented in the narrative of Mousavi which extended 
inclusiveness even to those who attacked the protesters. In his twelfth statement after the 
election, he stated: “our victory is not the one in which someone should be defeated. We 
should all be triumphant together, even though some perceive it later” (Mousavi 2012, 50). 

To make my argument that the Iranian national identity is surpassing the bounds 
of ethnic, cultural, and/or religious nationalism, and thus seeking civic nationalism, I 
am thinking with Sussan Siavoshi’s (2014) concept of “dualistic ethnic/cultural vs. civic 
Nationalism” to analyze “National Identity” (253). Siavoshi (2014) explains that “Civic 
Nationalism” can be blind to the characteristics such as race, religion, and ethnicity and 
thus can be more inclusive, universalistic, and liberal (254). On the other hand, ethnic 
and/or cultural Nationalism is based on a particularistic, illiberal, and therefore exclusive 
nationhood (2014, 254). 

“Natarsid, Natarsid, Ma hameh Ba ham Hastim” (Do not Fear, Do not Fear, We are all 
together) was one of the chants I frequently heard during the protest demonstrations, in 
which traditional stratifications in terms of age, social class, gender, or religiosity waned 
among the participants. The Iranian Green Movement, therefore, can be understood as 
inclusive, incorporating a variety of political and social groups “without being reduced to 
any of them” (Dabashi 2011, 11). The movement sought a political power structure that 
would encompass the desires, ideals, and demands of the “whole nation” (Dabashi 2011, 
11). The Green Movement emphasized the importance of democracy and plurality as well 
as “a vibrant public sphere,” and approached the conception of the nation from political 
dimensions such as citizenship, constitutionalism, and democratic rules (Dabashi 2011, 11). 

Furthermore, “Omid Bazr-e-Hoviat-e-Mast” (Hope is the seed of our identity) is one 
of the other main slogans, still used in reformists’ campaigns. This motto was part of the 
ninth statement declared by Mir-Hossein Mousavi: “I am particularly telling the youth 
that if you want to remain Iranian, protect the flame of hope in your hearth, because hope 
is the seed of our identity” (Mousavi 2012, 39). The Green Movement illustrated civic 
nationhood which was a political identity built on shared citizenship rather than Islamic 
and/or Persian characteristics. 
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Conclusion
In this article I demonstrate how the Green movement’s narrative and slogans reflect a dif-
ferent kind of formation of national identity in Iran, that of a plural identity which allows 
for the inclusion of more citizens. I examined the central components of the nation-build-
ing project produced by the state of Islamic Republic, investigating the political, social, 
and economic processes contributing to the doing/undoing of identity projects; specifi-
cally, by using the 2009 election and its slogans as the lenses through which I analyze the 
nationalist ideologies and discourses in Iran. The significance of these election slogans is 
contextualized within the post-Islamic Revolution time period and specified to the slogans 
shouted during Green Movement demonstrations. 

Ultimately, I argue that one could identify significant components of Iranian National 
Identity by placing the slogans under scrutiny. To demonstrate this, I typify and decon-
structed three different categories of the slogans which include: Anticolonial Nationalism 
(fear of foreign domination), religious nationalism, and civic nationalism. These types are 
indeed revealing, yet further research may uncover other components contributing to the 
Iranian nation building project. 

Notes

1   Mir Hossein Mousavi and Mehdi Karroubi were the political leaders of the 2009 Green 
Movement. Both have been under house arrest since February 2011.
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This article is guided by the central question: how have the anarchists and residents of Exar-

cheia in Athens, Greece, manifested, both spatially and socially, forms of resistance to the state 

in the face of austerity and following the 2008 December riots? Based on ethnographic field-

work in the anarchist neighbourhood of Exarcheia, located in Athens, this article investigates 

how anarchist dissent and solidarity have manifested spatially through grassroots organizing, 

solidarity networks, spatial forms of resistance and other infrastructures of dissent.
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Erisian Mysteries
The Art of Squatting, Resistance and Solidarity in Exarcheia, Athens

M
any traditional anarchist principles have formed the basis for organizing within 
radical movements globally; specifically, these include militant street demonstra-
tions and destruction of public and private property. These organizational forms 

tend to attract media attention, rather than more seemingly mundane forms of resistance 
such as mutual aid, self-organization and equality. It seems that such everyday forms of 
resistance are not characteristics typically associated with anarchism in mainstream dis-
course. Yet, as I observed in Athens, Greece, during fieldwork in July 2016, many anarchist 
efforts were focused on forms of resistance that I will describe as lateral relations and 
solidarity. As I will discuss, during my fieldwork I found anarchism was being used as a 
rejection of state power, economic inequality and structural violence.

Athens is important, on an international level, as a location for anarchists and anti-
authoritarian activity. The 2007–2008 Greek financial crisis, the migrant and refugee cri-
sis, and previous civil hostilities to the state, position Greece as a site in which grassroots 
solidarity movements or alternatives to capitalism can flourish. A failure of capitalism 
and the state—which has been ineffective with providing essential services to Greek citi-
zens—as well as the subsequent introduction of alternatives made Greece an interesting 
field site for me to consider the projection of modern radical movements on both sides of 
the political spectrum.

This article is dedicated to understanding experiences of anarchists and residents of 
Exarcheia, an anarchist neighbourhood located in Athens, with a focus on networks of soli-
darity and resistance. First, I outline a historical background of the economic, labour and 
civil factors that contributed to the social climate in Athens, Greece, during my research. 
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I will consider the historical roots of contemporary Greek civil unrest, which include 
the Greek Civil war from 1946 to 1949, the Athens Polytechnic uprising of 1973, and the 
2008 December riots, as well as their influence on contemporary spatial relations and 
infrastructures of dissent within Exarcheia. Second, I provide an in-depth analysis that 
focuses on how forms of dissent and solidarity were negotiated and reproduced after the 
2008 riots, and in wake of events including the 2007–2008 global financial crisis, the sov-
ereign debt crisis in Greece (in the aftermath of the global crisis) and subsequent austerity 
measures. Based on historical analysis and ethnographic fieldwork, my investigation con-
siders how dissent and solidarity manifested spatially within Exarcheia. This will include 
key experiences in the field and interviews with my interlocutors. Finally, the nature of 
squatting and spatial resistance will be examined within the context of two particular 
neighborhoods, Prosfigika and Exarcheia respectively. 

I call anarchist forms of resistance the Erisian Mysteries—the secretive rituals of resis-
tance, solidarity and subversion practiced by Athenian anarchists today; often considered 
to be violent or threatening by outsiders. Erisian pertains to Eris, the Greek Goddess of 
discord and chaos, and mysteries refer to the secrecy of anarchist practices. 

Methodology
Participant observation, formal and informal interviews were the primary ethnographic 
methods used for this research. I visited the neighborhoods of Exarcheia and Prosfigika, 
almost daily for the duration of a month in July 2016 as part of York University’s 
Ethnographic Fieldwork school in Greece. Although I informally interviewed seven people, 
only transcripts from interviews with two of my interlocutors are included in this article, 
because I felt that their experiences and perspectives were the most relevant to my work 
on anarchist activism. 

Both of my interlocutors were Greek men, in their late twenties to early thirties, hold-
ers of doctorate degrees, active anarchists, and lived or had lived in squats. The elder of 
the two, Peter, was a student pursuing a second doctorate degree in theatre and a guerrilla 
party-planner. Yusuf, was an Ivy League graduate soldier and former priest. The method of 
data collection used with Peter was primarily formal and informal interviews consisting of 
speaking, recording, drawing and visiting sites of interest. Participant observation, in the 
form of active engagement, discussion and action were the ethnographic tools used with 
Yusuf. All interlocutors provided verbal consent. All the names of my interlocutors, people 
I spoke with, and anarchist organizations I discuss have been changed to pseudonyms to 
protect the identity of the people involved.

Historical origins of the debt crisis and Athenian anarchist movement
From speaking with my collaborators, I was able to discern that much of the current 
political polarization in Greece can be traced to the pivotal events of the Greek Civil 
War (1946–1949), the Greek military junta of the Colonels (a military dictatorship), and 
subsequent popular student and anti-authoritarian movements in the last half century. At 
the end of World War II, the tension between the political right and left manifested in a 
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civil war between the Greek government and the National People’s Army of Liberation (or 
elas) (Kalyvas 2006). The former was supported by Western, capitalist countries such as 
the United Kingdom and the United States (O’Ballance 1966). 2 was a guerrilla army under 
the leadership of the Communist Party of Greece (the kke) that led resistance both dur-
ing and after wwii (O’Ballance 1966). Both elas and the kke were a part of the National 
Liberation Front (or EAM) which was the primary social resistance movement during both 
the occupation of Greece by the Axis Powers and the civil war (O’Ballance 1966). The eam 
is the one of the most significant movements in modern Greek history and consisted of 
many leftist groups (O’Ballance 1966). 

The political polarization between the right and the left following World War II 
resulted from divisions created by the Nazi occupation between 1941 to 1944 (Kalyvas 
2006). The government of King George II fled the country for Egypt, and as a result was 
of little consequence in the eyes of its citizens (Kalyvas 2006). A puppet regime installed 
by Germany lacked legitimacy and was an economic and policy disaster (Kalyvas 2006). 
The vacuum of power created by the Nazi occupation was manipulated by resistance move-
ments, chiefly among them the far-left eam (Kalyvas 2006). 

In 1944 the eam set up the Political Committee of National Liberation; a provisional 
government in the mountains, colloquially known as the Mountain Government (Kirk and 
McElligott 1999). Therefore, the EAM renounced the legitimacy of both the Nazi puppet 
regime and King George II’s government in exile (Kirk and McElligott 1999). After the 
withdrawal of German forces, and the lack of cooperation between the United Kingdom 
and eam-elas, a civil war broke out in Athens (Christodoulakis 2016). The geographi-
cal and political space of Athens in particular has consistently been a battleground for 
struggles between not only the state and militants, but for ideological tussles of the right 
and left (Kirk and McElligott 1999).

After British forces open fired on eam demonstrators, the first phase of the civil war 
had begun (Christodoulakis 2016). On February 12, 1945 the EAM conceded defeat and 
signed the Treaty of Varkiza (Christodoulakis 2016). Thirteen months later there was a 
general election held with communists abstaining from voting (Christodoulakis, 2016); a 
tactic of strategic-passivity I noticed still being used by Athenian leftists during my field-
work. Nonetheless, the monarchy was restored to power and as a result there was a full-
scale launch of guerrilla warfare (andartiko) by eam-elas (Kirk and McElligott 1999). 

One of my interlocutors, Peter, told me that he often heard police or fascists call anar-
chists, or other leftists, “mountain soldiers,” reminiscent of the guerrilla fighters of the 
civil war. Resistance in Greece is shaped by the mountainous terrain, and its geography 
facilitates guerrilla tactics. Under the influence of the eam-elas, people began to organize 
from the bottom up; transforming residents from disorganized farmers into disciplined 
soldiers and collaborators. According to Tim Kirk and Anthony McElligott (1999), during 
the civil war “the notion of the Mountain acquired a different meaning and other dimen-
sions in our imaginations” (127) as the Mountain became intricately linked with guerilla 
tactics, anarchy and resistance. 

Ultimately, the struggle was unsuccessful on the part of the eam (Christodoulakis 
2016) but I found that the war never truly ended in the hearts of the people. These are 
not isolated historic events that are removed from everyday life: they are almost tangible, 
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even today, for many Greeks; the past coloured everything that Peter and Yusuf said. These 
events functioned as ruptures to the rapport between the public and the state, eroding 
trust between the two, and creating grounds for organization, solidarity and resistance 
towards the Greek government.

The Colonels, Polytechnic uprising, and the origins of Exarcheia 

The National Technical University of Athens (hereafter referred to as Polytechnio) is 
located on Oktovriou Street. In November 1973 an uprising took place within Polytechnio 
precinct and also within Exarcheia (Kotea 2013). Initially, students who were discontented 
with the military junta met within the main building of Polytechnio to discuss resistance 
(Kotea 2013). Nevertheless, the event evolved from a discussion to action; the students 
organized a movement against the junta and their foreign allies, such as nato) (Kotea 
2013). They occupied Polytechnio and constructed a radio station to disseminate their mes-
sage of solidarity in the face of dictatorship to the rest of the country (Kotea 2013).

Due to strong civilian support and the militancy of the insurgents, the junta’s dictator, 
Georgios Papadopoulos, ordered a suppression of resistance (Kotea 2013). On November 
17th, 1973, a tank destroyed the central gate of Polytechnio, killing student occupiers in 
the process Kotea 2013).  The occupation of Polytechnio was an act of defiance that only 
exacerbated the situation, as Papadopoulos was replaced by an even more ruthless dictator, 
Demetrios Ioannides, the former chief of the military police (Kotea 2013). Nonetheless, 
the regime eventually collapsed in 1974 following a failed coup against Turkey to seize 
control of Cyprus (Kotea 2013). After the collapse of the military junta, Constantinos 
Karamanlis returned from France to lead the government (Kotea 2013). As Prime Minister, 
Karamanlis unified the administration and the military, and legalized the kke (Kotea 
2013). On the first anniversary of the polytechnic uprising in 1975, Greece had its first ever 
free elections and Karamanlis’ newly formed conservative party, New Democracy, won a 
majority (Kotea 2013). This history of unrest and uprisings in Greece is foundational to the 
current anarchist movement in Exarcheia in the wake of the 2010 debt crisis.

Anarchist squats and solidarity networks
I first met Yusuf, one of my main interlocutors, in Plateia Exarchion, or Exarcheia Square, 
which is in the centre of the neighbourhood. We spoke with ease and he lead me to 
Polytechnio. I waited in the main hallway of Polytechnio as Yusuf slipped through closed 
doors opposite the entrance. Inside, a meeting was taking place that I was not privy to, so 
I waited in the entrance and observed.

Yusuf informed me that we would be meeting up with other anarchists; there was a 
group of anarchists and refugees (including children) protesting within the neighbour-
hood. They had been sitting outside an empty government building because the refugees 
had been promised housing and yet were stuck on the street, vulnerable to attack by 
nationalist extremists.

When we arrived, there was conflict and confusion amid the refugees who were largely 
concerned that rioting would cause backlash—they were worried for their children’s safety. 
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One woman was pressing for mobilization; to forcefully take the building and occupy 
it. Although many anarchists were in favour of this, the refugees seemed hesitant. The 
disagreement led to confusion: “If the refugees don’t agree, we can’t take any action,” said 
Yusuf. 

Leonard, a Ukrainian anarchist visiting for a few days, nodded his head in agreement; 
it would be wrong to use the refugee’s vulnerability as a platform to promote anarchist 
ideals under the guise of solidarity. “Some just want to seize a building; it’s not about nec-
essarily helping the refugees,” said Leonard. 

We walked down to a side street in Exarcheia, sitting down in an alleyway restaurant. 
After we finished eating, Yusuf insisted on paying the bill. As we made the trek up to Strefi 
Hill, we spoke about the demonstration planned for the next day.: “We’re meeting up 
with two other guys to decide what to do,” Yusuf explained. He laughed as he saw me huff, 
slightly, while climbing the final stair. “You’ll have to get into shape to run from the cops!” 
said Yusuf, and he and Leonard laughed.

We walk along the fenced side of a basketball court, which was brightly illuminated 
so we continued on just a little past it. Two men waited, with a roll of posters and a large 
green bucket on the ground beside them. Yusuf introduced Leonard and I, and after our 
initial greeting they had everyone turn their phones off, placed them in my bag, and put it 
behind a rock approximately five to six feet away from us. “For security purposes,” Yusuf 
supplied, as he saw my curious look. “We’re planning what we need for the protest.”

One man, Yannis, spoke first. He insisted we needed milk, marijuana, fireworks, and 
glue. The first two items were to combat the effects of tear gas; he explained that milk has 
long been used by activists to neutralize tear gas. Yannis stated that marijuana helps with 
opening the airways and relaxing after a riot, and he explained that the fireworks were to 
be potentially used as weapons to throw at police. Finally, I realized that we needed the 
glue to post the posters as I looked over to where another man, Marko, was making a glue-
like mixture for us to use as a paste. 

“Okay so, there’s four of us, which position do you want?” Yannis asked, pointing at me. 
I stared back, dumbfounded. “Well, which positions are there?” I asked. Yannis and the 
others outlined three positions; offence, defence and medic: the offence’s objective was to 
push the line, they would have most contact with the police and would need to be aggres-
sive; the defence needed to hold and maintain the line without giving any ground to the 
police; and the medic was needed to be support for both, and thus needed to be prepared 
to push forward and take the offensive position if the offence fell back. Hesitant to partici-
pate actively in the protest, I half-heartedly agreed to be the medic, with the intention to 
remedy the situation after by emphasizing my role as a researcher and an observer.

As we walked through the streets of Exarcheia that night, Leonard admired the post-
ers we were pasting. “Pretty girls and ak47’s,” he sighed, gesturing to the ypj (Yekîneyên 
Parastina Jin in Kurdish) soldiers on the poster, an all-female military unit within the 
Syrian Democratic Forces. The others agreed that the girls on the poster were indeed 
beautiful. While they were preoccupied I spoke with Yusuf, explaining that I was there 
to observe and not to participate in anything illegal. “We’re posting these aren’t we,” he 
laughed, gesturing to the revolutionary posters we were pasting to every available surface. 

“Anything too illegal,” I amended. 
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Alternative moralities, strategic-passivity, solidarity economies, action and everyday 
resistance
Peter and I met at a cafe on a side street off of Plateia Exarchion. He quickly dispelled my 
preconceptions of anarchism and what it meant to be an anarchist. According to Peter, 
many people who do not identify as anarchists actually might participate in everyday 
anarchist actions but find that labels do not suit them, and alternatively some people 
may say “I am an anarchist” however their beliefs and actions might not align with what 
I am calling lateral anarchist principles—a form of collaboration between comrades that 
does not pertain to a hierarchy of authority. Moreover, following Peter’s argument, some 
people who identify with tenets of (lateral) anarchism: solidarity, self-organization and 
anti-oppression, may instead choose to freely associate and practice anarchism through 
‘doing’ rather than ‘being’. 

Action was an important concept in the anarchism that I witnessed; it was through 
everyday action and resistance that difference was thought to be made. Peter explained: 

“The reason we are participating is to open the political spectrum and transform what may 
at first not seem to be political, and to then transform it with our participation.” According 
to Peter, politics is the organization of everyday life which sets the parameters within 
which you can exist in society. Therefore, anarchists sought to open up a different con-
ceptual space to navigate their reality; a space that existed outside (or within) a capitalist, 
state-governed society.  

Although my interlocutors are well educated, they felt that many anarchists have little 
need for high theory from long dead thinkers. This is because the temporal and spatial 
reality is different, and anarchism insists on action. Although Peter and Yusuf are famil-
iar with foundational thinkers on anarchism such as Peter Kropotkin, Mikhail Bakunin, 
Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, they found contemporary anarchists to be more relevant.  Peter 
often cited Armed Joy by Alfredo M. Bonanno (1998) as being relevant work, whereas Yusuf 
encouraged me to read Caliban and the Witch by Silvia Federicci (2004). 

Peter explained that anarchism and any spatial or material manifestations of anarchism 
were an ongoing project. Anarchism, I was told, seeks to recreate society from within by sub-
verting and undermining structures of state and capital domination. From our conversations, 
I learned that it is through action, not destruction, and by the creation of new structures and 
forms of association, that anarchy is built within the shell of the current society; the materi-
als around us are merely projections of our own ideas; the diameters of the road, the seating 
in a car, the arrangement of houses into neighbourhoods. Therefore, we speculated, the state 
and capitalism are reinforced visually and spatially as rational, and even naturalized as ways 
of living. The building, we discussed, is a tool; not an end in itself. Therefore, we wondered: 
if state-sanctioned materials and spaces can be appropriated by anarchists, then could anar-
chist principles also not come into fruition? That is to say; materials that once functioned as 
tools of the state now serve as manifestations of anarchism.

Anarchy is not chaos, violence and discord but rather the creation of new relations, and 
forms of engagement. Jean Weir (2016) describes the use of armed struggle in the 2008 anar-
chist uprisings in Greece as not for violent means but rather “a tool to bring the revolutionary 
perspective to the fore and present the hypothesis of the need for immediate attack in an 
unequivocal discourse addressed both to the anarchist movement and the wider movement 
of the exploited” (35). Therefore, every squat, act of political graffiti, and communal kitchen 
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is an action of resistance to the state and capitalism. These alternatives are undermining 
the existing structures, existing simultaneously. Anarchy is the revolution of the everyday; 
making soup for a refugee is as powerful as throwing a Molotov cocktail. Both are different 
forms of solidarity and defiance in the face of oppression and state violence.

According to David Graeber (2004), Marcel Mauss is important to anarchist thought 
because of his interest in “alternative moralities” (21) to capitalism. Mauss’ work chal-
lenged the assumption that societies without market economies or money operated on 
barter systems that used the principles of the market but had not yet developed centralized 
currency. Mauss contested that these were not barter systems but “gift economies” (22) 
and were rooted in ethical systems at odds with modern capitalist global economics, which 
is motivated by profit (Graeber 2004, 21–24). 

Alternate forms of markets have emerged in Greece in response to the austerity mea-
sures, for instance the solidarity economy among the anarchists I interacted with while 
conducting research. Similar to the gift economy, the solidarity economy I observed in 
Athens based its actions on the purpose of increasing the quality of life rather than profit.  
There were many grassroots structures such as housing initiatives, autonomous clinics, 
education groups, solidarity kitchens, and other forms of social cooperation that I encoun-
tered. Such organizations are dedicated to improving the quality of life for not only indi-
viduals, but the community as a whole, as Graeber (2004) suggests.  

In 2010, two years after the 2008 December riots, Greek economists declared a ‘sov-
ereign debt crisis’ (Rakopoulos 2013). Many social, health and education programs were 
cancelled, and Greek pensions were cut in half, and then half again (Rakopoulos 2013). 
Theodoros Rakopoulos (2013) suggests “[t]he imposed austerity measures [had] also added 
a political dimension to the debt crisis” (103). As a result, solidarity emerged in the face of 
state violence, this time in the form of unemployment, rising cost of goods and extreme 
debt (Rakopoulos 2013). Rakopoulos (2013) states:

There are many forms of resistance to austerity, in particular the efforts to seize 
and squat empty or derelict buildings. Many of these squats also function as 
community centers; anarchists in Prosfigika assisted refugees and baked bread for 
them as well. Some of these squats have, in addition, been turned into informal 
social centers, providing voluntary services of various kinds to people who have 
become impoverished in surrounding areas. (103)

Another instance of solidarity, post financial disaster, which Rakopoulos (2013) speaks 
of, is rame (a fictitious acronym used by Rakopoulos to describe the informal group):  
unemployed and homeless youth who seized a building close to the Botanical Gardens (the 
Botanic Squat) and formed a collective that distributed food. rame essentially functioned 
as an anti-middleman movement that connected farmers with customers (Rakopoulos 
2013). Anti-middleman movements, popular throughout Greece, respond to middleman 
systems in which both the farmer and the customers are shortchanged so the middle-man 
can turn a profit (Rakopoulos 2013). rame’s ‘free-man’ markets allowed customers to 
buy directly from farmers who bring produce from their own farms in the countryside 
(Rakopoulos 2013). Cutting out the need for a middle-man offered benefits for both farm-
ers and customers (Rakopoulos 2013). 
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Although rame planned to alter their collective into a formal co-operative, they did 
not become a new type of middle-man because, although they acted as a medium between 
the producers and consumers, “[t]his formal body would work through a market mecha-
nism underpinned by internal solidarity, in which producers and consumers came to know 
each other personally and were concerned about each other’s well-being, rather than the 
anonymous pursuit of individual gain” (Rakopoulos 2013, 105).

The producers were meeting face to face and building a network of free-association 
based off of mutual interest. This allowed the transaction to become more humanized; 
they could see one another as people both struggling in the face of austerity. This form 
of solidarity economy was very much related to notions of everyday revolution; through 
humanizing processes and the subversion of the typical producer and consumer relation-
ship, rame and their consumers were able to open up a space in which consumption 
operated on solidarity, rather than profit.

2008 December riots: Student Years, Alexandros Grigoropoulos, and anarchist space
According to Peter, the “Student Years” refer to the time period from 2006 to 2007 in 
which a massive anti-state student movement flourished. Peter recounted how every 
Thursday there were clashes between students and police, and ‘counter-universities,’ or 
centres, that taught the theory and practice of state resistance. He described how guerrilla 
‘anti-courses’ were offered, enabling students who were frustrated with potential university 
privatization to fight back. He explained that students were willing to fight in the streets 
using tactics from anti-courses: Molotov cocktails, glass bottles and fireworks; these “anti-
courses” were geared towards more radical forms of resistance and organization.

An important moment during the first years of metapolitefsi (a transitional period 
following the end of the military junta) during the late ’70s, involved a struggle in the 
universities that was sparked by the efforts of the right wing government to institute 
educational reforms (Georgiadis 2005). During this struggle anarchists had a significant 
presence, as well as other groups and individuals with an anti-authoritarian and libertar-
ian perspective. This struggle surpassed the boundaries of the university by involving 
n the presence and participation of many more people, who were not strictly students, 
such as other youth as well as workers (Schwarz and Sagris 2010). However, Peter told 
me that by May 2008 the student movement died because the immediate threat of 
privatization was lacking.   

Contemporary civil resistance can be understood as stemming back to the treaty of 
Varkiza (noted above) which set the stage for some of the most violent protests and dem-
onstrations in Greek history according to my interlocutors. On December 6, 2008, fif-
teen year old Alexandros Grigoropoulos was killed by two police officers in Exarcheia 
(Chrysopoulos 2014). The resentment of the student movement was the fuel that fanned 
the flame of the 2008 riots, and the gun that shot Alexandros Grigoropoulos was a fire 
lit within heart of the country. December 2008 was described as “the month when the 
country’s divided past returned in full force” (Vradis and Dalakoglou 2011, 13). 

What followed Alexandros’ murder was indescribable: it was not an assault on a single 
person, but on the Greek people. This is because of the significance of where Alexandros 
was shot; in the heart of anarchist territory, on an adjacent street to Plateia Exarchion. 



Squires | Erisian Mysteries

25

This was a symbolic killing as it represented the violence the state uses against civilians, 
and the audacity that agents of the state would have to encroach on anti-state territory 
and murder a fifteen year old boy. Such a blatant attack could not go unanswered, and the 
response was felt not only in Exarcheia, but in all of Greece. 

December 2008 is a key point of reference for understanding the trajectory and cur-
rent platform of the anarchist movement in Athens. Although it was initially contained 
within the centre of Exarcheia, it transcended both geographical and ideological boundar-
ies. The riots were as much about Alexandros, as they were about the rioters. The seeds 
of the anarchist movement in December 2008 were sown during World War II, in the 
mountains of Eleftheri Ellada, within Polytechnio, and on the streets of Athens. Indeed, 
Peter described the December riots as a “moment of revolution” in which thousands of 
people freely entered into the “anarchist space;” a space in which the public is anti-state. 
He recounted how people had signs stating: “I am dead. You have killed me.” Thus, the 
public stood in solidarity with Alexandros Grigorpoulos, people of all classes united in the 
face of a common enemy: the state.

Peter told me that the “anarchist space” is not so much a physical location as it is a 
negotiation: people can freely enter the “anarchist space” and navigate it as they so choose. 
People were not only freely associating with one another, but they were associating with 
an anarchic theoretical framework that maintained that the state was unnecessary or even 
evil. Moreover, the term “anarchist space” is one of many terms used to refer to an engage-
ment with anarchist or anti-state ideology. Yusuf for instance, used the term “scene” rather 
than space to refer to the engagement that people had with anarchist theory. 

Although demonstrations and even violence can have an important role in dismantling 
forms of oppression created and reinforced by the state and capitalism, they often function 
as a springboard. For instance, protest-action towards the military is more than an expres-
sion of collective grievance. Such action, as I argue later, was a key element in the ongoing 
construction and reconstruction of Athenian anarchist and anti-authoritarian collective 
identity. Insurrectionist street-protests become as much an aspect of identity formation 
as they are a tactic (Kalyvas 2010). 

The term “anarchist space” also is reflective of the importance of space as a concept 
in anarchism.  Many anarchists have written about how space can be used as a vehicle for 
radical social change: Peter Kropotkin and Pierre-Joseph Proudhon are both foundational 
thinkers on anarchism who wrote about anarchist geographies; however, the increasing 
complexity of our societies has made the field of anarchist geographies evolve (Springer 
et al. 2012). Our planet has been radically reshaped by global capitalism, which has only 
exacerbated geographical inequalities (Springer et al. 2012).  In the article Reanimating 
Anarchist Geographies, Simon Springer et al. (2012) discuss connections between space (or 
geography) and anarchism. They state: “Social transformation is, of course, necessarily a 
spatial project, and a spatial dimension to the effective critique of existing structures is 
an important element of imagining and forging spaces for new ones” (1593). Therefore, it 
would be impossible to map out spatial resistance in Exarcheia cartographically as resis-
tance is not spatially or temporally static. Instead of the State deciding which groups of 
people are allowed to occupy which spaces, during my fieldwork the people themselves 
took control of the terrain. This suggested that rather than have the space define the per-
son, the person should define the space.
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Legacies of December 2008: The spatial politics of Exarcheia, anarchist geography and 
“In the shell of the old”
According to Marianthi Kotea; “[t]he identity of Exarcheia is certainly due to the sym-
bolism that the whole area had gained because of the polytechnic uprising” (2013, 22). I 
too noticed that the riots were much more than just violent or militant displays of anger 
towards the state. The December 2008 riots that engulfed Greece were a foundation for 
the development of infrastructures of resistance that I noticed among my interlocutors 
and that continue today. Furthermore, expressions of hostile civil disobedience functioned 
as a springboard for other manifestations of solidarity that I observed.

Anarchists have long been concerned with the dangers of using a political strategy that 
was not based on principles with which the future society would be shaped by (Ince 2012). 
This concern has led to the development of what anarchists call “prefigurative politics” 
(Ince 2012, 1652). “Prefigurative politics” maintain that anti-democratic or anti-egalitarian 
methods cannot create a free and equal society (Ince 2012). As such, anarchists are as 
concerned with the “here-and-now” as they are about tomorrow, if not more so, and this 
ties in with anarchist principles of everyday revolution and anti-utopianism; anarchists 
do not dream of utopia (Ince 2012, 1652). Instead, as Peter put it; they want to “smash 
up the marble” in an alternate way by dismantling oppressive pillars of society to see 
what possibilities lie ahead. However, prefiguration “is not purely a strategic or tactical 
move—prefigurative praxis involves a fundamental acknowledgement that no revolution 
is ever ‘complete’” (Ince 2012, 1652). Indeed, Rudolph Rocker states: “I am an anarchist 
not because I believe in anarchism as a final goal, but because there is no such thing as a 
final goal[;] Freedom will lead us to a continually wider and expanding understanding and 
to new social forms of life” ([1956] 2005, 111 quoted in Ince 2012, 1652).

Revolution is a long process through which forms of resistance and solidarity can be 
reconstituted within the shell of the old (Ince 2012). Anarchism lives in constant tension 
between the daily and the possibility of another day, and it is within this temporal tension 
that spatial transformations can occur because “[u]topia is an unattainable goal which will 
never be achieved, but in striving to achieve it, we can move towards revolution through 
the constant creation and adaptation of revolutionary practices and relations in everyday 
life” (Ince 2012, 1653).

Territorialization for anarchists, according to Anthony Ince (2012), is the process of 
creating and maintaining solidarity networks in an “institutional pattern across space,” 
that is not so much about the physical space (Ince 2012, 1662). Rather, it is concerned with 
the relationships that redefine the material space (Ince 2012). Exarcheia can therefore be 
understood as a physical space that, through spontaneous demonstrations of anti-state and 
anti-capitalist solidarity, was reinforced as a radical leftist territory. In turn, the geography 
of Exarcheia—with its cafes, bookstores and graffiti—reinforces those same solidarity 
networks. The territorialization of Exarcheia, following Ince’s (2012) thinking, can be 
understood as having developed over many years, protests and negotiations. 

Prosfigika I: Refugees, free-association networks, and the art of squatting
During the final night of my stay in Athens, I planned to attend a demonstration in 
Exarcheia. Wearing all black and carrying only my phone and a red bandana, I walked 
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with a fellow anthropology student to Plateia Exarchion. Along the way, we noticed that 
there was a heavy police presence, becoming more concentrated towards Exarcheia. Riot 
police were parked on every corner and had even placed barricades that blocked access to 
all streets leading to Exarcheia. 

Once in the square, my companion and I met up with Yusuf. However, there were still 
debates happening at Polytechnio regarding how to proceed with the demonstration; many 
felt that they were lacking both the resources and the numbers. Yusuf was committed to 
the protest and suggested we go to Prosfigika to get supplies and plan some form of action. 
As we walked to the squat, Yusuf informed my companion of the reasons for that night’s 
demonstration—the police had been shutting down squats. Yusuf told us that a refugee 
had been killed in Thessaloniki, which was exacerbating hostilities between anarchists, 
refugees and the police. 

In the end, we returned to Profigika and drank red wine while Yusuf showed us pho-
tos on his desktop of his time in the military. His military identity card was sitting on his 
bedside table, strewn with pamphlets, papers and books. I recognized the posters we had 
pasted earlier lying in the corner behind his bed.

We spent hours there in his squat discussing the nature of occupying space as a polit-
ical agent, and of the solidarity networks that sustained such forms of material resis-
tance. I also thought about the relevance of the recent death of a refugee in Thessaloniki, 
and how it would relate to anarchists in Exarcheia, particularly within the squat I was 
in, Prosfigika.

Known as the “building of the refugees,” Prosfigika has a long history of resistance, dat-
ing back prior to the civil war (Tzirtzilaki 2014). The outside walls of Prosfygika appeared 
to be derelict; the eight buildings that comprise it were littered with graffiti and shell 
marks. Prosfygika was a site that was frequented by researchers and academics who have 
formed a strong network of solidarity with the squatters (Tzirtzilaki 2014). This connec-
tion has functioned to aid Prosfygika with strong ties within the anti-authoritarian and 
migrant circles, and within mainstream academia (Tzirtzilaki 2014). However, Peter dis-
agreed with Yusuf’s claim that Prosfygika was primarily a political space; he cited the lack 
of a central room as a key element to this claim. Peter maintained that Prosfygika was a 

“living-squat,” it’s politics being secondary to lifestyle. Interestingly, Prosfigika is located 
in a hotbed of state space; it is wedged between the Athens Police Headquarters and the 
Supreme Court of Greece. Ambelokipi is the area in which Prosfigika is located in central 
Athens, and in recent years has been a popular site of construction and gentrification—
inciting resistance from the squatters (Tzirtzilaki 2014). 

In 2001 due to the approaching 2004 Olympic Games, the Hellenic Public Real 
Estate Corporation (ked) used threats of demolition and blackmail to buy 137 apartments 
(Tzirtzilaki 2014). In 2003 40 more apartments were expropriated by the Ministry of the 
Environment, Energy and Climate Change (ypeka) as a part of a plan to demolish 6 of the 
8 apartment blocks to make more green space (Tzirtzilaki 2014,).

Due to solidarity networks forged by the squatters and anarchists, within the aca-
demic community and among residents of Ambelokipi, this initiative was unsuccessful 
(Tzirtzilaki 2014). However, Prosfigika was still considered a major eyesore that was cov-
ered to preserve the appearance of the Olympic Games (Tzirtzilaki 2014). Consistently, 
agents of the state have been keen to destroy and dismantle Prosfigika in favour of state 
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sanctioned initiatives that benefit Greece’s international reputation at the expense of its 
citizens (Tzirtzilaki 2014).

Following the Olympics, Prosfygika underwent a radical influx of refugees, anarchists 
and squatters (Tzirtzilaki 2014). The emergence of weekly assemblies aided in the commu-
nity organization that created infrastructures of solidarity, such as a communal kitchen, an 
infirmary, and classes for children (Tzirtzilaki 2014).Thus the Prosfygika neighbourhood is 
a focal point for struggles of self-organization and solidarity as well as for imaginary and 
physical reality, as the meaning of community is redefined through the transformation of 
the neighbourhood into a new community (Tzirtzilaki 2014). 

From my research I was able to discern that Prosfygika has strong ties to EAM-ELAS 
and other forms of radical resistance. Material space, especially radical territories like 
Prosfygika or Exarcheia, has strong connections to intangible forms of dissent. Just as the 
people shape the space and so are shaped by it, they affect and are affected by immaterial 
structures of resistance as well. Athenian anarchists’ principles are very much shaped 
by space and the way in which they express dissent or solidarity manifests as a result 
(Tzirtzilaki 2014). Indeed, space is not as fixed as one might think. As Eleni Tzirkzilaki 
(2014) explains: 

dynamic spaces, χώροι εν δυνάμει in Greek, shouldn’t be regulated or fixed under a 
certain label or law, as they escape a fixed definition. These dynamic spaces are like 
current shelters, they are our answer to the crisis and its violence. They represent a 
resistance to the prevailing system, generating as resistance an intellectual critique, 
embodied in the space and in the use of it, suggesting new forms and way of living, 
as well as becoming communities. 

Prosfigika II: ‘Free’, communality, free-assocation frameworks, labour-currency, and 
defence
One night I waited outside one of the doors to a squat in Prosfigika. It was my second to 
last night in Athens and Yusuf had invited me to eat at his friend Alexandros’ place. When 
I arrived Yusuf and Alexandros’ appeared at the door, assuring a concerned neighbour that 
I was just a friend, as I had been lurking suspiciously outside. They ushered me inside and 
I followed them up the stairs in the dimly lit squat. Once inside, we crossed the hallway 
to the living room. It was as poorly lit as the stairwell, save for the red lamp that cast the 
room in warm colour. Along the cement floors were many empty glass bottles put together 
in rows. There were also pliers, scissors, screw drivers, and an assortment of other tools. I 
noticed the symbol for Conspiracy of Cells of Fire, a Greek radical anarchist group, drawn 
on the door.

This was a lab for development; Molotov cocktails seemed to be the primary item, 
and I noticed the floor was littered with silver canisters that appeared to be nitrous oxide. 
Overhead, a middle aged man was tinkering with the light. Finally, after a few moments, 
he managed to fix the light and descended from the ladder. Yusuf introduced me to Amir; 
a former political prisoner who was held in Iran for 11 years. 
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Alexandros insisted I eat and Yusuf brought out a massive plate of pasta with chunks of 
beef and caramelized onions in a red sauce. The ingredients for the meal had been donated 
by a local grocery store; my interlocutors explained that expired goods are often donated 
to the anarchists and refugees. Even if they aren’t donated, the anarchists explained that 
they will simply recover the wasted goods from the garbage. 

From my observations, the concept of “free” is radically different for anarchists, who 
attempt to minimize their participation in capitalism. Often it is assumed that things 
without a price have no value, but Yusuf explained to me this was precisely how the state 
and capitalism distort reality. Yusuf elaborated that the absence of price is not a reflec-
tion of real world value, but merely the artificial value we assign based on monetary cost. 
For instance, Yusuf informed me that he lived in an apartment within the squat without 
paying rent or exchanging monetary currency; rather, labour was his form of currency. 
Furthermore, Yusuf explained that the apartments were communal property and people 
who regularly participated and laboured in the squat, were allowed to live there.

 As Yusuf explained to me, forms of participation and labour became currency. This 
included political discussions, baking bread for refugees, patrolling the squat, or doing 
maintenance.  Although there were locks on the doors for security, technically the space 
was communal. The only property that existed within the context of the squat was the 
personal effects of the squatters. According to Yusuf, tenancy was decided communally 
according to certain criteria: First, a resident of the squat was required to introduce 
and vouch for the prospective squatter. The council and assembly would then decide 
if the person in question could receive a key to an apartment. This was due to the free-
association frameworks that facilitated cooperation and non-hierarchical organization. 
Although there was no central authority, Prosfigika had a council and an open assembly 
that met two to three times a week and participation in discussion (to a degree) was 
required to squat in Prosfigika. Generally, the topics of discussion included the inner 
workings of the squat: security, residency, defense, organization, and so on. One of the 
most important aspects of the labour-currency was the mobilization and preparation to 
defend the squat.

“We have the means to defend the squat,” Yusuf once said to me, as we surveyed our 
surroundings from one of his balconies. The anarchists and squatters were capable of using 
force, arms, and any other means to resist police and other agents of the state. Typically, 
they favoured homemade weapons such as Molotov cocktails, or even potato guns (an 
apparatus that can shoot potatoes with extreme force)—however, they also might have 
used hot water, oil or throw glass bottles. 

Yet, Peter once lived in a squat in Patras, and told me that their most valuable ‘weapons’ 
were in fact tools of solidarity; modes of communication that allowed people to mobilize 
quickly. This exemplifies how action and everyday revolution was not always facilitated 
by violent mobilization; many times it was a network of individuals collaborating later-
ally for the sake of solidarity. He referred to a loudspeaker as “the community shield” as 
it could be used to contact comrades to help with defence. Technology was the primary 
tool employed within this squat, an SMS could function as a panic button. Peter described 
a group of eleven squatters that turned into more than two hundred thanks to one SMS 
message. “The best defence is people,” smiled Peter.
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Conclusion 
The Erisian Mysteries will likely never be understood popularly in their complexities, how-
ever, these rituals of resistance to state and capital oppression are essential in our modern 
world. Alternatives must be found for those who have slipped through the cracks of a fail-
ing system. According to my interlocutors, anarchism is not merely violence; it is a cohe-
sive network of non-hierarchical relationships based off mutual association and equality. 
Throughout my research I found that anarchists in Athens were organized: autonomous 
clinics, squats, collectives, “free” markets and soup kitchens all attested to the existence 
of a solidarity economy. Not only did they routinely organize countercultural events such 
as anti-state demonstrations, but anarchists engaged with poor and working class com-
munities on the ground, daily.

From my research I was able to discern that Greece’s long historic political polarization, 
from the northern mountains to the graffiti covered streets of Exarcheia, has defined social 
relations since the civil war. “The anarchist space” that my interlocutors discussed, both 
the metaphysical and the geographical, constitutes the field site of Athenian anarchism 
and is one of the most relevant forms of resistance for residents of Exarcheia. Buildings, in 
particular universities, and other infrastructures of the state, are significant in the battle 
for spatial autonomy. As Vradis and Dalakoglou (2011) suggest: “What remains an open 
question and a challenge, then, is to try to make sense of this transition of how we posi-
tion ourselves within it as anarchists, as part of the global antagonist movement, as people 
inspired by the December revolt who nevertheless want to be better prepared for the next 
Decembers that are sure to come” (15).

From my research I was able to come to the conclusion that critics of anarchism allege 
that it is not a viable ideology; anarchism will simply never happen. And yet, anarchism 
is happening globally, and has predated any form of economic or social organization that 
is widely used today. Anarchism is happening right now, on the ground—in the streets 
of Athens, in the squats of Patras and in the everyday revolutions around the world. 
Furthermore, anarchism is comprised of moments of revolution, glimpses of a reality 
without state or economic oppression, in which humans organize themselves according 
to their own means and accords. It is in the moments of spontaneous and even violent 
mobilization against the state. Anarchy is in the buildings, streets, plazas and mountains 
of Greece. But most of all, it is in the relationships between people and the solidarity they 
share in the face of economic and political marginalization. Anarchy has a long historic, 
social and spatial history that remains at the forefront of politics in Greece today.
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The rise of maquiladoras, or foreign owned manufacturing plants, in Mexico during the 1970s 

and 80s symbolizes the social and economic tension of the Mexican–United States borderland. 

With the implementation of agreements like the Border Industrialization Program (1965) and 

the North American Free Trade Agreement (1994) that created and supported the transfer of 

capital and goods between Mexico and the United States, such policies simultaneously limited 

the movement of people across the border. By the 1990s, growing disparities between the U.S. 

and Mexico became evident with the mass movement of Mexican economic migrants to the 

north and the growth of shanty towns south of the border. Women migrants and labourers in 

particular faced extremely vulnerable positions in the region due to their precarious work and 

living conditions, substantiated by the paralleling disappearance, kidnapping, and mutilation of 

women in the borderlands. This article mobilizes Ursula Biemann’s (1999) work on women’s 

positionality in Mexico to situate their experiences and agency in Mexico’s border town, Ciu-

dad Juarez, within contexts of prevailing feminicide. Ultimately, in engaging in the discussion 

of the role of what Melissa Wright (2006) calls women’s disposability in the borderlands, this 

essay will explore why transnational and migrant labour is often overlooked and exploited by 

policy, leaving women labourers particularly susceptible to such violence.
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Borderland, Maquilas, and Feminicide
Issues of Migration and Gendered Violence in Northern Mexico

S
ince 1965, maquiladoras (also referred to as maquilas), or foreign owned manufac-
turing plants in Ciudad Jaurez have become the center of Mexico’s export-process-
ing industry (Wright 2006, 7). In the present day, Ciudad Juarez’s manufacturing 

production has become an “internationally recognized leader in low-cost, high quality, 
labor-intensive manufacturing processes,” an invaluable site for multinational companies 
in its cost cutting and easy access to the U.S. market (Wright 2006, 7). The rise of maqui-
las in Mexico during the 1970s and 80s symbolizes the social and economic tension of 
the Mexican–United States borderland. With the implementation of agreements like the 
Border Industrialization Program (1965) and the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(1994) that created and supported the transfer of capital and goods between Mexico and 
the United States, such policies simultaneously limited the movement of people across the 
border. By the 1990s, growing disparities between the U.S. and Mexico became evident 
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with the growth of shanty towns south of the border and the mass movement of Mexican 
economic migrants to the north. 

As more than 60% of maquila workers are women and girls, women labourers in par-
ticular face extremely vulnerable positions due to their precarious work and living condi-
tions (Nieves 2002). Coinciding with the growth of foreign investment during the 1990s 
was the discovery of the bodies of hundreds of young women and girls who were travel-
ling from Ciudad Juarez to work in the maquilas—their bodies mutilated and left in the 
outskirts of the city (Driver 2015, 32–33).  Evident similarities in abuse of these women, 
including strangulation, stabbing, and battery, demonstrate the trend of feminicide, or the 
targeted murder of women (Valdez 2006, 1). Otherwise spelt as “femicide,” Rosa-Linda 
Fregoso and Cynthia Bejarano (2010) make the distinction that femicide solely means “the 
homicide of women,” while in contrast, feminicide refers to the “genocide against women” 
that occurs based on historically generated conditions (xv–xvi). While the total number of 
women missing fluctuates between sources, it is noted that nearly “913 women have been 
reported murdered since 2010, and 3,000 women have gone missing since the mid-1990s” 
(Encarnación López 2018).

In 1999, Swiss filmmaker, Ursula Biemann, produced a 43-minute video-essay called 
Performing the Border, tying the growth and maintenance of maquilas in Mexican border 
towns like Ciudad Juarez, to the emerging issue of feminicide. Biemann’s film becomes 
an essential source on border relations as it makes clear that women’s participation in 
foreign owned labour has unavoidable links to growing violence and death of women in 
the borderland region. Despite the continuing gender violence experienced by Mexican 
women along the American border and growing public concern, the Mexican government 
still neglects this issue (Driver 2015a, 2015b; Davison 2010; Staudt 2008; Wright 2011). In 
highlighting Biemann’s (1999) argument that the transnational realm of the borderland 
plays an important role in what she refers to as, mutual and multidirectional exchanges, 
this essay looks to situate women’s experience and agency in Mexico’s border town, Ciudad 
Juarez. In asking questions such as, how does Biemann’s work apply today, and how have 
other academics taken up Biemann’s analysis, this article will address why transnational 
and migrant labour is often overlooked by domestic and international labour policy, leav-
ing women’s labour particularly more vulnerable.

Ultimately, this essay argues that the issue of feminicide in the borderlands between 
Mexico’s Ciudad Juarez and El Paso in the United States is related to issues of economic 
migration and displacement of Mexican women who look for work in the internation-
ally owned maquilas. This essay will recognize domestic labour migration as interwoven 
with issues of displacement and women’s precarity in Mexico. To do so, I will first locate 
Biemann’s Performing the Border (1999) in relation to scholarly work to make clear that 
the maquiladoras’ placement along the Mexico–U.S. border is economically strategic and 
symbolic of tension at the border, reflecting inclusionary/exclusionary mechanisms of 
determining worthy citizens In recognizing the link between northern Mexico’s issue of 
feminicide with maquiladoras, I will consider the contemporary context of gender violence 
in Ciudad Juarez and demonstrate the applicability of Biemann’s (1999) work in the pres-
ent. As Biemann (1999) highlights, multinational corporations, like maquilas, play a cru-
cial role in producing a border between Mexico as the global South, and the United States, 
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as the global North. This essay will tie the development of Mexican labour in maquilas with 
what Melissa Wright (2006) calls the “disposable” (1) woman labourer. The narrative of 
Mexican women’s disposable labour in maquilas is, I argue, interwoven with the violence 
experienced in Mexican woman’s everyday lives and feminicide at the borderlands.

Performing the border

In a way, you need the crossing of the border to be real or else it’s just 
discursive construction…there is nothing natural about it…it’s [a] highly-
constructed place that gets reconstructed and reproduced through the crossing 
of people because without the crossing there is no border, right? It’s just an 
imaginary line, or it’s just a river, or it’s just a wall… its highly performative.  
 — Berta Jottar in Performing the Border (Biemann 1999).

Biemann’s Performing the Border (1999), opens with a clip of Berta Jotta discussing the 
imaginative and performative nature of the U.S.–Mexican border formation. Jotta’s script 
introduces the film’s main argument, that the presence of maquilas demonstrates the con-
structed inequality of the border between the U.S. and Mexico, which results from secu-
ritization of the border. 

Berta Jottar discusses the border as “before and after NAFTA,” explaining that despite 
the border allowing for goods to travel happily, the movement of people remains limited 
(Biemann 1999). Along the borderland, the implantation of NAFTA has had numerous 
effects on the wellbeing of Mexican workers, like that of Mexico’s agricultural businesses, 
where the introduction of U.S. subsidized corn and other products in Mexico left around 2 
million Mexicans out of work (Golash-Boza and Parker 2008, 115). The ruling of the econ-
omy along the border is furthered with the role NAFTA played in “creating favourable con-
ditions for large transnational” corporations, pushing small business out and initiating the 
displacement of people dependent on these means (Golash-Boza and Parker 2008, 116). 
Here, border performance is enacted and solidified with the disparity of wages between 
the north and south, where cheap Mexican labour often results in migration to the U.S. as 
a means to survive (Golash-Boza and Parker 2008).  Moreover, with the advent of maquilas, 
economic policy in favour of free trade or trade with little stipulation in Mexico comes at 
the expense of economic migrants. Borderlands, which become sites of potential pay for 
these migrants, correspondingly see a 30% increase in the cost of living in comparison to 
southern Mexico. Women in particular are subjugated into living in the shantytowns lack-
ing electricity and water that surround the factory cities (Hovespian 2008, 200). 

These trends thus demonstrate the geopolitical formation of the borderland is identi-
fied as a space wherein the presence of maquiladoras represents a site that produces alien-
ation and disposability of labour in order to create a “maquiladora culture” that demands 
productivity at the lowest cost (Driver 2015a, 112). Biemann (1999) notes that the produc-
tion of value added products in maquiladoras ultimately allowed the modernization and 
inclusion of Mexico in elite global economics, but was also a toll paid through the exploita-
tion of women. Women’s bodies “become a technology,” operating like an assembly line; a 
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woman’s body is “fragmented, dehumanized, and turned into a disposable, exchangeable 
and marketable component” (Biemann 1999). The economic disposability of women’s 
bodies links to the disposability of women’s lives through ongoing feminicide that occurs 
at the border (Driver 2015, 112). 

Like other video essays by Biemann, the film maker consciously engages in, and cre-
ates, “highly theoretical and self-reflective cinema” (Tay 2009, 150). Biemman’s film-mak-
ing methodology looks to expand the common space of global capitalism by incorporating 
and engaging with topics that close the gap between essentialist understandings of gender 
and feminist theory that becomes essential to the discussion of maquilas (Tay 2009, 157). 
Biemann’s films work tactically to interrogate and critique the production and complex-
ity of globalization during the 1980s. Performing the Border depicts the dehumanizing of 
women in the U.S.–Mexican borderlands but, as Driver (2015) points out, “[Biemann’s] 
video essay does not provide a fully formed discussion of [feminicide,]” and therefore 
should be used as a starting point in discussions of feminicide (116). In the next section, 
Biemann’s discussion of Mexican women’s labour in maquilas will be expanded upon in 
order to address the connection between the factories and gendered violence.

“Lethal spaces”: Biemann on feminicide in Mexico
In her investigation of state connection to the ongoing violence against women at the 
U.S.–Mexico borderlands, Diana Washington Valdez (2006) highlights the role of maquilas 
in northern Mexico’s growing violence: Ciudad Juarez is one of Mexico’s biggest border 
cities with approximately 300 maquiladoras, “most of them owned by Fortune 500 compa-
nies” (4). Driver (2015) argues that a “narrative of seemingly positive economic markers” 
appears to be appealing; the success of maquiladoras neglects the exploitation of those 
working in the factories and living in the border towns (18–19). By the 1990s, the discov-
ery of hundreds of bodies of women maquila workers that were mutilated and abandoned 
in the outskirts of Ciudad Juarez, dictated the indisputable link between gender violence 
and labour in the borderlands (32–33). 

The death of women maquila workers in Ciudad Juarez initiates conversations regard-
ing gendered violence and whether this mass disappearance truly constitutes an issue of 
feminicide. With the first disappearance of women maquila workers beginning in 1993, 
such statistics, along with clear patterned methods of abduction and brutality executed on 
the bodies, reflect the continual threat of abduction and disappearance that women face. 
Valdez (2006) notes that while not all deaths are related, most have striking similarities: 
the young women were subject to highly organized abductions with a selection process 
that ultimately meant their disappearance went unnoticed (2). The evident role of gender 
among these deaths makes clear that these deaths are a result of violence that is “targeting 
or affecting women exclusively […] because they are women” (Moshan quoted in Fregoso 
and Bejarano 2010, 2).

The patterns of violence inflicted on the women found in the outskirts of Juarez is 
argued by both Valdez (2006) and Biemann (1999) to reflect local, global, and national dis-
courses on the devaluation of women. For Cristina Morales and Cynthia Bejarano (2008), 
rape becomes a “marker of conquest” in the everyday experiences of women living in 
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Ciudad Juarez “through both actual rapes and the threat of rape” (189). This theme of 
brutality is most evident in Biemann’s documentary when the film juxtaposes an ongo-
ing list of the police descriptions of the women’s injuries, where each rape, murder, and 
mutilation are named and labelled over images of uncovered women’s bodies in the desert 
of the borderlands. Biemann’s display of an ongoing list of the assaults identified on the 
murdered women acts as a strategic technique to represent the systematic brutality. The 
list runs across video clips of the bodies being discovered, playing with the sensory experi-
ence of viewers.  The repetitive descriptions of violence on top of the images of undefin-
able bodies work to desensitize the viewers with an overload of information. 

The Mexican women’s body changes meaning in Biemann’s depiction: these bodies 
are not only victims of brutal, patterned violence, but are also victims to the desensitizing 
of crimes by media representations that show images of the women victims’ legs, breast, 
short skirts, and tight blouses (Driver 2015, 73; Morales and Bejarano 2008, 189). Like 
Biemann’s sensory play in this scene, the desensitizing and normalizing of the brutality 
faced by women comes to mark the border as a site where distinctions between the pro-
ductive and reproductive, or masculine and feminine body, are blurred. This distinction 
only comes to exist and be defined when those in power decide—the unending cycle of 
violent deaths makes each body indistinguishable from the next, obscuring and devaluing 
any signs of a life that existed prior to the violence. 

Despite media representation, the United States and foreign investors maintain ambiv-
alence towards the lives of women in the borderlands. Thinking with Giorgio Agamben’s 
(1995) theorization of the “state of exception” (15), we can consider how the borderland is 
ambiguous both by law and in daily life, enabling the continued brutality towards women 
in the borderland. Specifically, this state of exception refers to Mexico’s power to not 
acknowledge or stop such murders from occurring as their sovereignty means that they 
both form and exist outside the law (Agamben 1995, 15). 

This apathy resonates with Achille Mbembe’s (2003) description of sovereign power, 
“a twofold process of self-institution and self-limitation” (13), as the modern Mexican state, 
and its foreign investors, ultimately has the capacity to dictate life and death. Working with 
Michele Foucault (2003), who recognizes that state power is exercised through what he 
calls biopolitics, or making live and letting die, Mbembe (2003) expands this theorization 
of power by noting the production of a state of exception that forms “the normative basis of 
the right to kill” (16) to develop his theory of necropolitics. Necropolitics, which acknowl-
edges politics as a form of war in which the post-colonial state determines who dies and 
who does not die (11–12), is dependent on biopower in permitting racism “to regulate the 
distribution of death and to make possible the murderous functions of the state” (Mbembe 
2003, 17). Akin to Mbembe (2003), Judith Butler (2009) argues that the sovereign state’s 
ability to recognize what life is deemed as living, and, further, who is worthy or unworthy 
of living, ultimately means that only the recognized life is “grievable” to the state (6–7). 

Locating the role of state and international players along the U.S.–Mexico border in 
Mbembe (2003) and Butler’s (2009) terms situates the perpetuation of women’s marginal-
ity and gender violence in Mexico. For Mexican women in the borderlands, Wright (2011) 
argues that the role of necropolitics in their endured violence and feminicide, reflects how 
these political and biopolitical spaces are constructed in gendered terms. These gendered 
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terms, moreover, establish women’s disposability in settings like maquilas as these spaces 
are also noted as being constituted in terms of violence (Wright 2011, 708).

The discussion of the biopolitical construction of gendered space and women’s subjec-
tivity is taken up further in Wright’s ethnographic piece on Mexican women in maquilas, 
titled, Disposable Women and Other Myths of Global Capitalism (2006). Wright argues here 
that gendered violence against women maquiladora workers is tied to the foreign own-
ership of maquilas and narratives of “third world woman’s disposability” (2006, 71–72). 
Fitting into Marxist conceptions of labour power as a form of variable capital (a value that 
changes with production in contrast to constant capital), the Mexican woman maquila 
worker becomes a “turn over story” where her labour power loses value over time, “even 
as her labour provides value” (Wright 2006, 71–72). The women are depicted as untrain-
able labourers whose presence “never appreciate[e] into skill but instead dissipate[e] over 
time” (73). In this sense, as Wright points out, women in maquilas “personify waste-in-the-
making […] always a temporary worker” (73).

Furthermore, the discussion of women maquila workers’ disposability highlights Parin 
Dossa’s (2014) discussion of the mass displacement of people as “common-place” (7). 
Dossa stresses that colonial violence is maintained through conquering, dehumanizing, 
and ruling of displaced peoples in contemporary contexts. She further cites the prevalence 
of global capitalism as “systematically [undermining] the rights of the marginalized and 
racialized other on a global scale” (Dossa 2014, 7). The disposability of the “third world” 
woman labourer in maquilas subscribes to a similar colonial narrative, substantiated 
through the bodies of women maquiladora migrant labourers. Transnational corporations, 
in the form of maquilas, conquer, dehumanize, and rule women labourers, marginalizing, 
ignoring, and rendering them obsolete. In recognizing the colonial narratives that appear 
through the regulation of women’s bodies in Dossa’s terms, clarify the “chains of connec-
tion that have been drawn across the world” (Ginsborg cited in Dossa 2014, 7). Moreover, 
as I will discuss in the next section, these colonial ties evident in contemporary Mexico 
remain unequal and one sided, as their driving force is embedded in “economic profit and 
national power” (Dossa 2014, 7).

Gender and capital: The political economy and Mexican Women
In order to discuss the link between maquilas and feminicide, it is necessary to clarify how 
the issue of feminicide links to women’s vulnerability in their participation in economic 
migration to the border. Specifically, as some victims of the ongoing feminicide were on 
their way to and from work in maquilas, it is important to discuss how violence in the 
borderland has connections to globalization and “feminization of labour” in the region 
(Morales and Bejarano 2008, 189).

NAFTA, and such international trade agreements, aid the establishment and perpetu-
ation of inclusionary and exclusionary terms of the ideal citizen and labourer in North 
America. To Saskia Sassen, (2008) examples of globalization, like NAFTA, play a role 
in a particular denationalizing, where international legislatures change the relationship 
between citizens and the state (2). Under globalization, Aihwa Ong (2003) describes how 
countries like the United States, a nation of immigrants, naturalizes a practice of creating a 
particular type of citizen, noting: “nationality has been shaped by a series of inclusions and 
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exclusions on the basis of xenophobia, racism, religious bigotry, and male privilege” (79). 
Despite locations on Mexican soil, maquilas provide an opportunity for American ideals to 
spread through, as Ong points out, a process of individuation where the foreign work in 
America is constructed and understood in a definitive way (Ong 2003, 80).

Movement towards the border by both labour and international corporations is stra-
tegic here: the direction of migratory flow is both a result of individual decisions, and 
histories of certain geographic locales, including histories of trade, tourism, and eco-
nomic migration, which ultimately necessitate and form social and economic integration 
between the U.S. and Mexico (Chavez 2016, 5; Fernandez-Kelly 1983, 206). For Sergio 
Chavez (2016), the story of the border is one of state power, where the exertion of this 
power is done through policies and the securitizing, which inevitably shape the liveli-
hoods within the region. For labour, the border is an area of hope and opportunity, but for 
international maquila owners, the Mexican location allows for control, cheap production, 
and ultimately maximizing profit. 

At the same time, while Chavez (2016) and Maria Patricia Fernandez-Kelly (1983) 
note the inherent links between nations that share borders, the affects and impact that 
these border relations have to the Mexican nation, its environment, and the residents are 
largely ignored. Wright (2006) argues that it is difficult to image a “unified border subject” 
due to the existence of divisions between residents of the north and south (95). This divi-
sion rests in and is reinforced “by nationalist ideologies that separate ‘real’ Mexicans from 
emigrants and their descendants in the United States” (Wright 2006, 95). This division is 
more than just geographic: it is social and political, as the discourses produced around the 
border “work into the materialization of political subjects and their communities” (95). 

The borderland between America and Mexico can be recognized as a precarious space, 
where the internal migration of Mexican men and women for work opportunities operates 
and depends on American labour markets. As Ong (2003) describes, American corpora-
tions, like maquilas, take advantage of the desperate Mexican workers, believing these 
workers are “grateful to be hired… no matter what,” while giving them no benefits or 
overtime pay (233). These dominant narratives are highlighted in the understanding of 
the positionality of Mexican women in maquilas as “[they]…reproduce the devaluing of 
those jobs and of those who hold the jobs” (232). Ultimately, in these work spaces, order 
in the work force is maintained by restricting those who have access to the economy itself.

These narratives of the grateful, but docile foreign worker acts as a method to neglect 
and silence women’s true role in maquilas, and how women’s lives are impacted by their 
labour roles. Fernandez-Kelly’s critical work recognized early in the advent of maquilas 
that nearly 85% of its workers were women between the ages of seventeen and twenty-five 
(1983, 214). With 70% of maquila labour coming from origins outside of Ciudad Juarez 
at this time, these migrants came at an early age with family for work opportunities; 
furthermore, for every five male family members was one woman maquila worker (1983, 
215). Many of these women labourers began working in order to fulfill “personal needs 
or to supplement family income,” leading them to become the main providers of stable 
and regular income in their families (1983, 217). At the same time, in commentary to 
Fernandez-Kelly, Kathleen Staudt (2008) notes that even with this income, women are 

“hardly economically independent and autonomous” due to the low value of pesos, as well 
as receiving backlash from family as these women challenge gender norms with their 
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participation in the work force (45–46). The complexity of women’s positioning in the 
public, or work sphere, and the domestic sphere, challenges the essentialized narrative 
of the docile “third-world” woman—the phrasing of “third world” follows Edward Said’s 
(1995) understanding of the West’s production and solidification in relation to the “other” 
in the East or the global south. 

More than this essentialized depiction, these narratives, and the way women labourers’ 
bodies have been taken up in the space of the borderland under neoliberal politics, work 
to produce the vulnerability of migrant women. While nations involved in NAFTA saw it 
as “a story of social and economic freedom,” Morales and Bejarano (2008) acknowledge 
that this deal came an “implicit sexual contract:” women’s bodies become something easily 
accessible and controllable, whether through sexual violence, terms of labour, or political 
subjugation (194). Women engaging in such labour maintained positions of inferiority 
which were instilled and solidified through neoliberal trade policies.

Twentieth century border policies, and the maquiladoras themselves, furthermore, 
become evidence of ongoing imperial power in the role of the “implicit sexual contract” 
(Morales and Bejarano 2008, 194). When speaking of women’s labour and the way their 
bodies are conceptualized within the economic market of Ciudad Juarez, female woman’s 
body is only seen as valuable for its role in producing and creating profit for the multina-
tional companies. In Imperial Debris: Reflection on Ruins and Ruination (2009), Ann Stoler 
recognizes the ways in which imperial formations are not just a figure of the historical 
past but are ongoing processes that come to substantiate state institutions and authority 
which are maintained through material debris and social ruination (193–194). In Stoler’s 
terms, imperial power persists as a result of the active qualities of the ruins and debris of 
its presence, where its aftershock memorializes the empire leaving people to deal with the 

“leftovers” (2009, 9). The remains of these power relations do not just appear in physical 
traces, but also in the intangible. Agreements such as NAFTA become evidence of this 
ongoing debris specifically in the form of policies that permit, through ambivalence, what 
Morales and Bejarano (2008) describe as the “routinization of sexual violence in the every-
day” (188). When reflecting on the sexual contract and objectification of women’s bodies 
within the third world labour setting in Mexico, the systematization of their experience 
makes evident an inherent violence experienced in order to make a living wage.

The Killings: Feminicide and Displacement
To understand the complexity of the positionality of women in the borderlands and the 
ways in which women navigate the experience of everyday violence, this essay recognizes 
what Wright (2006) describes as “the relationship between the border as a metaphor for 
myriad social divisions and the border as a material space that is policed, enforced, and 
physically crossed” (95–96). In her discussion, Wright explains that Mexican women rep-
resent a subversion of historical discourses regarding their involvement in multinational 
corporations, suggesting that women labourers must “confront the myth of their dispos-
ability” (96). Wright advocates that while the passive victim or docile worker is perceived 
to be materially grounded, the Mexican woman’s body is in flux. The fluidity of Mexican 
women is apparent with the subversion of historical meanings placed on “her language, 
body, sexuality, opinions, and labor in the maquiladora corporate community” (96–97).
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This ability to contend and negotiate historically induced narratives is inherent to 
women’s positionality in border towns like Ciudad Juarez. In Performing the Border (1999), 
Biemann makes clear that as Ciudad Juarez grew with foreign investment, migrant women 
were forced to move to unoccupied land in the desert outside the city. Living without 
water and true shelter in the desert, the mass migration of women here demonstrates the 
desire and hope for work opportunities. Simultaneously, these living conditions represents 
the fact that the only infrastructure in Ciudad Juarez was for the owners and managers of 
the maquilas, not those that worked for them (Biemann 1999).

The lack of infrastructure and support in terms of living conditions provokes many 
women to begin participating in sex work. In Performing the Border (1999), Biemann intro-
duces Juana Azua as an example of this common reality. Azua moved to Ciudad Juarez at 
the age of 31 to become a sex worker after her brother’s accident left her responsible for 
providing for her family. Azua’s story follows similar storylines to the narrative of Sonja, 
described in the film. Sonja says: most sex workers in Ciudad Juarez come from the south 
with little education, and after not being accepted into the maquilas, turn to sex work. 
Further, Sonja states that there are really only three options for women in Ciudad Juarez: 
work in the maquilas, work at home, or participate in sex work. The lack of opportunity 
for women in Ciudad Juarez places them in a double-bind, or in this case a triple-bind: 
that although the Mexican woman migrates for better opportunities as a means to provide 
for family, the maquila is a space of heightened violence either in the workplace itself, in 
their commute, or in their familial lives. Moreover, the migrant women’s second option of 
working in the home as a house wife often times is not a real option, as most men cannot 
find employment, and the income of two adults is still not enough to live in most cases. 
Additionally, the final option of sex work unmistakably leaves women more susceptible to 
threats of violence. 

As mentioned by Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri (2000), the machine of the imperial 
empire “does not fortify its boundaries to push others away, but pulls them within […] like 
a powerful vortex” (198). Women face the triple bind, a subjective conflict, as an example 
of the power that transnational corporations have in the everyday. The financial needs of 
women motivates their migration to areas of more global capital flow and thus expands 
beyond the maquilas to include other means of labour and/or the private realm, ultimately 
demonstrating the “complex variables” of the imperialist hold (Hardt and Negri 2000, 199). 

This powerful vortex of transnational and national power, described by Hardt and 
Negri (2000), expands past terms of labour and production to further formulate women’s 
relationship with the domestic sphere, and this is particularly evident with household 
economic struggles often having been cited as a source for suspicion in women’s disap-
pearance. Kathleen Staudt (2008) describes that the new economic relationships between 
men and women may have been difficult for some men as “their economic struggle has 
been transformed into a fight against a closer target: their partners” (47). Women as bread-
winners for the family had meant a shift in the household, and to some, a sense of recon-
structed masculinity (Staudt 2008). A challenging of patriarchal norms was felt deeply in 
Mexican society, where machismo culture, or exaggerated masculinity, was prevalent and 
meant “[proving] one’s manhood at any cost” (Valdez 2006, 13). Such familial changes 
manifested into “domestic violence, and in the attitude of police who belittle reports of 
sexual assaults or family violence” (Valdez 2006, 13). 
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With patriarchal roles deeply bound to national narratives in Mexico, such as myths 
and symbols of the virgin of Guadalupe that present an image of the prized virginal mother 
for example, sexual violence particularly in the home remains unclaimed (Stuadt 2008, 
35–36). This becomes a significant issue when considering that, according to statistics, 47 
percent of women “experienced a wide range of abuse—physical, sexual, emotional, or 
economic” (Stuadt 2008, 32). Domestic violence in this case demonstrates the changing 
gender relations within the borderlands, where violence by men are “desperate and [use] 
flawed [strategies] to regain power” in the neocolonial economy of Ciudad Juarez (Stuadt 
2008, 49).  While women might be perceived to be accessing more power in the context of 
maquiladoras in the borderland, or what would be deemed the vortex, and thereby provid-
ing economic security and terms of control in the private sphere; this can also manifest in 
violent terms against women’s participation. 

As mentioned previously, as there is a large population of Mexican women participat-
ing in the maquilas for living wage, there is also a parallel increase of women who come 
to the borderlands to earn money as sex workers, sometimes simultaneous with jobs in 
maquilas. The heightened vulnerability of women in Ciudad Juarez participating in sex 
work, or even being conceived as doing so, becomes an effect of the neoliberal policy and 
the presence of maquilas in the borderlands. More specifically, in Ciudad Juarez, women’s 
participation in underground labour is seen to “betray the city’s newfound image as a 
haven for tourism and modernity” (Morales and Bejarano 2008, 191). The sex worker 
becomes the “beacon for border vices,” and deemed overtly disposable and invaluable 
(Morales and Bejarano 2008, 191). 

The existence and perpetuation of these discourses of sex work manifest into increased 
sexual victimization for women (Morales and Bejarano 2008, 186). For Morales and 
Bejarano (2008), the sexual conquest of these Mexican women is rooted in a marginaliza-
tion of a region, in addition to race, class, and gender. The eroticization of these women 
which in turn produces a market for sexual labour for Morales and Bejarano (2008) re-
appropriates imperialist expansion of the maquilas onto women’s bodies. In this under-
standing, the woman’s body becomes the site of national discourse where the woman’s 
body remains something to conquer (Morales and Bejarano 2008, 186–187). Such discus-
sion opens up room to acknowledge women’s participation in underground labour in these 
border towns as a response to the informal economy growth resulting from maquilas. The 
transnational migration to the border by women for access to the informal economy, as 
a means to support and create opportunity, acts as an example of the production of the 
disposable body. While women are able to participate and make financial gains in these 
cases, their bodies (and livelihoods) become subjected to national and transnational nar-
ratives which depict and instill their lower value. 

The line between the good public woman and the sex worker is thin in Mexico as 
Wright (2001) suggests, and portrayals of sex workers are correlated to the erosion of 
national narratives of the good domestic woman, and simultaneously, the good public 
woman. Despite the importance of women’s work in global manufacturing, as evident in 
their work in maquilas, an inherent shame remains attached to these women because of 
their departure from the normative domestic sphere. Such ideologies support discourses 
promoted by political and corporate elites in Ciudad Juarez that normalize the public 
woman’s body as going against patriarchal norms; where when women in the public sphere 
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were meticulously killed and dumped in cotton fields outside the city, it was because these 
women “were looking to be murdered” (Wright 2011, 714–715). Violence here acts, and 
is understood, as a means to delineate and promote the spaces where women should or 
should not be. Police frequently questioned the stories of the maquila working women 
killed in the feminicide for “leading double-lives” (Wright 2006, 75). Regardless of whether 
migration is undertaken for economic needs, the public woman remains vulnerable. The 
violence endured by women who enter the public sphere evidently signifies the gendered 
and geopolitical spaces they exist in.

Conclusion
Ultimately, in examining the ways in which maquiladoras along the borderlands of Mexico 
and the United States reflect the neoliberal economic policy of transnational organizations, 
this essay claims that the migratory patterns of women looking for work in this setting 
are complexly intertwined with women’s experiences of different forms of gendered vio-
lence. Biemann’s depiction of the growing disappearance and brutality towards women 
in Mexico’s north initiates discussion of the role of maquiladoras in the gendered necrop-
olitics of the region. Moreover, the presence of multinational corporations in Mexico’s 
borderlands in particular manifests a vulnerable workplace for women economic migrants 
as they are deemed disposable in the division of labour. In considering the ways in which 
labour and the neoliberal political agenda affect the personal lives of the migrant women 
in the borderlands, gendered spaces that underlie labour participation and domestic 
life must be brought to the forefront in order to acknowledge that these lives have been 
deemed “ungrievable” (Butler 2009, 22). 

While narratives of violence and migration in Mexico’s borderland have often been 
unrelated, in order to discuss the stories of the missing women this essay demonstrates 
the intersecting narratives that women in these spaces must face on a daily basis. Public 
anthropology becomes a means to bring the topic of maquiladoras and the everyday narra-
tives of women within these spaces, a product of globalization and North American trade 
agreements, to light. Violence against women thrives on silence. While traces of these sto-
ries may be found in online articles or newspapers, discussions of who controls the work 
and who decides the fate of women’s labour within the borderlands must be publicized. 
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This article critically examines the definition of “health” in Western epistemology and its link 

to the use and development of prenatal testing. Biopolitics and biocapital are explored when 

discussing the malleability of the definition of “health.” This article argues that the equation of 

“health” with able and productive bodies is naturalized in society and seen as stagnant because 

of a scientific claim to detached objectivity. This article suggests that this definition of “health” 

aids in creating, reproducing and supporting a capitalist, neoliberal governmental regime in 

Canada by focusing on the productivity of bodies, which fosters some lives and hinders others. 

This article considers the effect this definition of “health” has on the public and questions why 

prenatal diagnosis continues to gain so much popularity. Importantly, it questions who this 

technology benefits. 
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A
dvancements in the medical field allow for new technologies that challenge hege-
monic kinship beliefs and ideals surrounding “health.” Prenatal diagnosis is a new 
technology that has recently been gaining momentum around the world (Saxton 

2000). This procedure allows the diagnosis of certain physical and genetic disabilities in 
developing fetuses. Abortion is legal across Canada, which means that pregnant people 
who discover that the fetus they are carrying may have a diagnosable disability have the 
choice to terminate the pregnancy (Canada 2015). This has created much controversy 
around this technology because many activist groups believe that this is a move towards 
eugenics and is a blatant attack against people with disabilities (Saxton 2006). Disability 
is commonly equated with illness and fetuses who show signs of genetic and physical dif-
ferences are often framed as being unhealthy (Saxton 2000). Hence, prenatal testing raises 
the question of what constitutes a “healthy” fetus and potential human citizen. In this 
article I use a biopolitical framework to explore how dominant neoliberal and capitalist 
ideologies influence understandings of “health” and the use of prenatal diagnosis. I argue 
that prenatal testing is a technology that aids in regulating and policing human bodies 
to ensure the proliferation of productive citizens who can effectively contribute to the 
economy and become self-sustaining. 
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Prenatal Diagnostic Procedures
There are many different kinds of prenatal diagnostic techniques that can be used to detect 
genetic differences throughout pregnancy. Generally, these procedures can be divided 
into two categories: invasive and non-invasive. Invasive techniques involve coming into 
contact with the fetuses’ or embryos’ immediate surroundings, such as the amniotic sac 
inside of the uterus, usually with the guidance of an ultrasound (Evans and Wapner 2005). 
The ultrasound, a non-invasive tool, is also commonly used alone to detect any physical 
deformities. Two main invasive techniques are amniocentesis and chorionic villus sam-
pling (cvs) (Evans and Wapner 2005). Amniocentesis involves inserting a needle into 
a pregnant woman’s lower abdomen, taking amniotic fluid from the uterus, and cultur-
ing the fetus’ or embryos’ cells to determine if there are any genetic abnormalities (The 
University of Utah Eccles Health Sciences Library 2017). cvs involves inserting a catheter 
through the vaginal opening to collect cells from the placenta (The University of Utah 
Eccles Health Sciences Library 2017). As with amniocentesis, these cells are cultured in 
a laboratory to detect any genetic abnormalities. As these two procedures involve coming 
into close contact with the fetus, there are some associated risks such as fetal death and 
fetal limb defects (Evans and Wapner 2005). However, risks vary depending on when the 
procedure is carried out in the pregnancy. 

In 1997 researchers found that fetal dna can be obtained through the blood plasma of 
pregnant women (De Jong et al. 2010). This discovery was used to develop non-invasive 
prenatal diagnosis (nipd), which has been on the rise in recent years. nipd is found to be 
more accurate, safer, easier to administer, and can be performed earlier in the pregnancy 
than invasive procedures (De Jong et al. 2010). Instead of using needles or catheters to col-
lect dna from cells directly from the fetus or embryo, doctors take blood from the woman’s 
arm and isolate fetal dna (De Jong et al. 2010). This technique is specifically helpful in 
detecting trisomy 21 (Down syndrome), trisomy 13 (Patau syndrome), and trisomy 18 
(Edwards syndrome), but is being further developed to detect a wider range of genetic 
disorders (De Jong et al. 2010). 

Defining “Health”
In the 21st century, “health” is commonly equated with “normal” and a criterion of “health” 
or “normalcy” is being able bodied. However, this deep connection between health and 
normalcy did not always exist (Foucault 1994). During the 17th to 18th centuries, bio-
medicine was rapidly gaining popularity and authority through its adherence to ratio-
nality, empiricism, and positivism (Samson 1999). The focus on knowledge generated 
through observation, lived experiences, and privileging of tangibility was sparked during 
the Enlightenment period (Samson 1999). Descartes, a predominant philosopher in the 
17th century, was a major figure during this period and theorized a separation between 
the mind and body (Samson 1999). This division opened the door for biomedicine and its 
focus on the physical body. 

Medical practitioners’ began to “map” out the body, trying to find commonalities and 
patterns between various bodies (Samson 1999). Through their focus on the tangible body, 
practitioners began to claim that the knowledge they were generating was universal and 
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was applicable to all human beings (Foucault 1994). Instead of viewing their understand-
ings of the body as a creation of various collective forces, they viewed their knowledge as 
objective. That is, practitioners argued that they were merely uncovering universal facts of 
life and viewed themselves and their context as detached from the knowledge they uncov-
ered (Foucault 1994). This claim to detached objectivity gained medical practitioners 
authority in the knowledge production and practices concerned with the physical body 
(Foucault 1994). Through this claim to universality and detached objectivity, ideas of a 

“healthy” human began to surface and standards of physical beings began to be expressed 
(Foucault 1994). Although 18th century medicine approached health as individual, 19th 
century medicine began to view health in relation to norms and standards (Foucault 1994). 
As Michel Foucault (1994) wrote, life became defined in terms of “the medical bipolarity of 
the normal and the pathological” (35). This dichotomy of normal and pathological, along 
with the connection between “health” and “normalcy” is still prevalent in North America. 

There are many traits that are perceived to be “normal” and make up a “healthy” 
body. These characteristics vary depending on social, geographical, and temporal context 
(Ginsberg and Rapp 2013). The criteria for a “healthy,” “normal” body also varies depend-
ing on normative stages of development. A child who is unable to walk is viewed as more 
disabled than an elderly person who is unable to walk. Thus, who gets labeled as “disabled” 
is relational and contextual. People who are perceived as not being able to “normally” 
interact with their social and physical surroundings are seen as abnormal and handicapped 
(Ginsberg and Rapp 2013). The term “dis-abled” can alternatively be interpreted as “un-
able” to participate fully in society (Ginsburg and Rapp 2013). Hence, “health” and “nor-
malcy” are further equated with being “able.” 

Medical practitioners obtain authority over the physical body through their claim to 
detached objectivity. This common claim has been challenged by feminist scholars, one 
being Donna Haraway. Haraway (1988) argued that there are no universal truths and 
that all knowledges are situated in time and space. She argued that to claim detached 
objectivity is to claim to “seeing everything from nowhere,” a phenomenon Haraway calls 

“the God Trick” (581). Instead, she asserted that all knowledge is situated and is formed 
under specific conditions that allow for those findings, hence there are multiple truths 
(Haraway 1988). The “God Trick” allows for knowledge about what constitute “health” and 

“normalcy” to be considered universal truths, implying that “health” and “normalcy” itself 
are stagnant terms with strict definitions and criteria. However, informed by Haraway’s 
situated knowledges, these terms can instead be understood as fluid. Andriana Petryna’s 
(2002) work on Chernobyl highlights the fluidity in such concepts as she explores the 
constantly changing threshold of disability and health due to environmental, political and 
economic changes. Hence, the criteria, boundaries, and understandings of “health” and 

“normalcy” are constantly shifting as informed by changing contexts. 
Likewise, understandings of disability and beliefs attached to particular “abnormal” 

traits are temporally, socially and environmentally situated; hence, there is no one defi-
nition of disability and in some communities, the category of disability does not exist 
(Ginsburg and Rapp 2013). Throughout this article I use the term “differently abled” to 
challenge the perceived stagnation and timelessness of this term. The term “differently 
abled” recognizes the multitude of different bodies that exist, while acknowledging that all 
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forms of bodies are able to interact with their social and physical contexts in different ways. 
This phrase challenges the notion of one “normal,” “healthy” body that can positively inter-
act with their surroundings, and challenges the idea that there is one “normal,” “healthy” 
way of interacting within a particular context. To fully unpack the connection between 

“health,” “normalcy,” and ableism, it is useful to attend to the systems and ideologies in 
place that create a particular social and physical environment that favors particular bodies 
over others. A useful entry point in exploring these systems is through a close examination 
of politics and governance. 

Governing the Body 
Foucault (2008) claimed that definitions of “health” and “normalcy” do not exist indepen-
dent of the state or ruling authority. The definitions of these terms crafted and instilled 
by the state are not universal truths; for example, Petryna (2002) demonstrates how the 
state shapes the definition and requirements of health in order to support a particular sys-
tem of governance. In Petryna’s case study, standards of disability increased in the Soviet 
Union after radiation flooded Chernobyl and surrounding areas. This was done to justify 
sending people into the disaster zone to clean up the nuclear waste, which was extremely 
risky. After the Soviet Union dissolved and the Ukrainian government formed, standards 
of health increased and began to recognize more victims of Chernobyl as disabled. While 
it is often believed that “health” is unchangeable and holds some ultimate truth, Petryna’s 
work demonstrates how the idea of what is “healthy” established by the state speaks to 
their system of governance and not to a universal truth or universal definition of “healthy” 
or “normalcy.”

Biomedicine influences politics as it helps shape understandings of health and nor-
malcy. Science is romanticized as having the ability to overcome human flaws, thus tech-
nologies such as prenatal diagnosis can be glorified as having the ability to help ensure 
the production of “perfect” children (Ginsburg and Rapp 1991). Likewise, the biology 
of all species, including humans, is deeply intertwined with the state and is sculpted by 
politics. The authority held by the state aids in creating and maintaining uneven power 
relations between governments and citizens, where governments hold a lot of power to 
shape and uphold what “health” and “normal” means to the public. This redefines how the 
public and health officials view “health,” which influences how technology, infrastructure 
and societal ideologies are shaped to cater to and foster particular kinds of bodies—and 
lives—over others.

The intricate links between politics and “health,” as well as the flexibility of the mean-
ings of “health,” can be analyzed through the theoretical lens of biopolitics. Biopolitics, 
according to Foucault (1984), is the governing of bodies done by the state and through self-
regulation, whereby some lives are fostered and others hindered. Understanding power in 
a Foucauldian sense as an uneven network of relations sheds light on the role of citizens’ 
participation in governance, specifically through policing one another (Foucault 1978). 
Ideas of what is considered to be a “good,” “healthy” citizen becomes embodied by people. 
This embodiment allows citizens to independently strive for these goals of “health” and 

“normalcy,” which further normalizes these practices and beliefs (Foucault 1984). Prenatal 
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diagnosis is a technology that polices people’s reproduction as it is used to ensure the fetus 
is “healthy” and “normal” to the standards of the society. To this end, prenatal diagnosis 
can be understood as a tool of biopolitics that is shaped by particular ideas of what it 
means to be genetically and physically normal and healthy. This biopolitical tool embodies 
citizens’ desires for their own normal and healthy bodies and offspring. Prenatal testing 
allows the public, doctors, and the state to police and regulate bodies at the gestational 
stages to ensure the birth of a “healthy,” “normal” child (Ginsburg and Rapp 1991). The 
detection of disability in a fetus often results in abortion (Ginsburg and Rapp 1991; Rapp 
and Ginsburg 2001), which raises ethical questions of whose lives are fostered and whose 
lives are disallowed.

The ethical dilemma of the value of lives can be explored through understanding the 
body as commodified and reduced to a mere resource to be used to support a particular 
regime. In this light, particular bodies are viewed as worth fostering because of the value 
and potential they have in supporting a particular form of governance (Rose 2001). The 
remnants of the mind/body dichotomy from the Enlightenment period helps foster this 
commodification as people are reduced to their body composition and physical capabilities 
(Samson 1999). People are viewed as bodies that are to be manipulated, colonized, and 
dehumanized both socially and emotionally (Samson 1999). The detachment of the body 
aids in reducing people to the commodified value of their body, a value that is determined 
by how their body can follow, uphold, and reproduce a particular form of governance. 
Bodies are viewed as resources, with their maintenance and activity policed by the state, 
fellow citizens, and selves through the internalization of these ideologies (Foucault 1984). 

Prenatal Health in the Global Arena 
Prenatal diagnosis is globally widespread, and the understanding and uses of this tech-
nology changes based on context. The fluidity and situatedness of “health” takes part in 
shaping how this biotechnology is understood and used. In the global arena, a large con-
tributing actor that greatly influences the knowledge and practices of “health” and prenatal 
diagnosis is the United Nations (un). The un is an international organization that was 
founded after World War Two and has multiple interconnected specialized sectors that 
focus on different issues, including the World Bank and the World Health Organization 
(who) (United Nations 2017). Currently there are over 190 countries that are part of this 
organization. While one of the un’s main purposes, as outlined in their charter, is to main-
tain global peace and justice, the un and their specialized sectors have a very particular 
idea of “development” and the paths to achieve it. For example, the World Bank lends 
money to developing countries and places particular restrictions to ensure these coun-
tries become economically prosperous by being active in the global economy (Brown et 
al. 2006). These restrictions take on a neoliberal framework, advocating for free markets 
and less government involvement (Brown et al. 2006). The World Bank became interested 
in global health and a larger part of the who due to the assumption that increased health 
assistance will result in increased economic development and less poverty (Brown et al. 
2006). This perceived tie between health and the economy influences definitions and 
standard of health, and also shapes technologies that arise.
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In an attempt to industrialize and “modernize” poorer countries such as India, 
China, and Vietnam, the United Nations created the Human Development Index (hdi) 
(Gammeltoft 2007). The hdi outlines criteria to assess the overall human development 
of a nation, and considers the average years of education, life expectancy, and standard of 
living as measured by the gross national income per capita (Human Development Reports 
2016). This set of criteria places significant importance on citizens’ health and ability to 
participate in the workforce and contribute to a capitalist, industrialist society. Striving 
for “healthy” children who can be self-sufficient and stimulate the economy has led many 
countries to adopt techniques, such as prenatal testing, to detect fetal abnormalities. In 
Vietnam, the government is aiming to decrease the amount of children born with dis-
abilities, despite their history of chemical warfare which affected the population’s repro-
ductive health and ability to have “healthy” children (Gammeltoft 2007). Hence, there is 
a major push for prenatal screening. In China, doctors are told to encourage abortion to 
mothers who are found to be carrying an “abnormal” fetus (Sui and Sleeboom-Faulkner 
2010). Reflective of the ideas that the hdi encourages, the Chinese Population and Family 
Planning Law states that family planning is based off the goal of decreasing the quantity 
of children while increasing the “quality” (Sui and Sleeboom-Faulkner 2010). “Quality” in 
this case alludes to the citizen’s ability to effectively participate in the economic and social 
regime of the nation. 

The hdi and focus on the economy suggests that the un is aiming to increase the 
reproduction of productive bodies; productive in the sense that citizens bodies will be 
able to actively engage in a neoliberal, capitalist society as set out by the un. Through the 
un’s stress on “healthy,” independent working bodies, the un and participating countries 
aim to become “modern” and “developed.” These parties are actively commodifying bod-
ies as they are encouraging the proliferation of a particular body that is deemed to be best 
suited and productive under a capitalist regime. By encouraging the birth of children who 
possess a “healthy” body, there will be more “resources” to ensure the growth and support 
of the global economy. 

Prenatal Diagnosis 
Health as defined in terms of the commodification of humans gives rise to particular 
biotechnologies, including prenatal diagnosis. Prenatal diagnosis is a biotechnology that 
detects abnormalities during the gestational period. These traits are deemed as abnormali-
ties based on the degree it impacts the fetus’ future productivity. This technology helps to 
subtly control reproduction to ensure the “best” population is being made according to 
the standards of the state. 

While each country and group of people impacted by the un interpret prenatal diag-
nosis differently based on their different contexts, citizens’ relation to different bodies 
is being heavily influenced by a global political system that values neoliberalism and the 
accumulation of capital. A person deemed able-bodied and healthy from this perspective 
is seen as more valuable because of their ability to produce capital. In this case, disabil-
ity is when one is unable to participate in the formal economy. In this light, it can be 
argued that humans are being treated as biocapital. Stephan Helmreich (2007) describes 
biocapital with an altered equation that was inspired by Marx: b–c–b´, where b is the 
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biomaterial, c is the commodification of the biomaterial, and b´ is the biotechnology that 
arises (293–294). He argues that often times the biomaterial is instantly equated with its 
possibility to produce biotechnology, so that the commodification process of this material 
is ignored. His altered equation can also be understood in terms of the human capacity 
to work. Humans are biomaterial (full, living organisms) whose existence is commodi-
fied through particular expectations of “health” that allow us to be shaped into citizens 
of the state who have the capacity to produce capital. Citizens go to school, follow laws, 
value certain skills and characteristics, and participate in the “normal” routine of life as 
dictated by the government, so that they can one day enter the workforce and generate 
capital for years to come. However, the only way to work to full capacity and commodify 
bodies and labour is if the person meets certain criteria, criteria that is grouped together 
and labelled “health,” which is then normalized through scientists claim to detached 
objectivity.

The commodification of bodies and the idea that being “normal” and “healthy” is to be 
productive is echoed in the sentiments of the public as well. In Nancy Press and colleagues 
(1998) study of expectant North American mothers who underwent prenatal testing, they 
found that participants most admired differently abled people for their persistence to be 
seen as “normal” and not letting their “disability” get in the way of doing “normal” things. 
Many admired when they saw people who they deem to be disabled as “trying to lead 
a normal life” (53). The attempt of normalcy gains respect for those deemed “disabled.” 

“Normal” activities in North America include being independent, working, going to school, 
and starting a family—all of which reproduce and maintain a neoliberal, capitalist regime. 
Differently abled people gain public respect when they participate in “normal” lifestyles 
despite their “disabilities.” 

Prenatal Diagnosis in Canada
Canada is a part of the un and has a political system that supports a neoliberal capital-
ist society (Albo 2002). This does not mean that Canada has the same understandings 
and uses of prenatal diagnosis as China or Vietnam. Localizing the effects of capitalism 
and neoliberalism on prenatal diagnosis in a region, such as Canada sheds light on the 
multiple actors that are implicated by this dynamic, which includes employers, women 
undergoing prenatal diagnosis, differently abled people, and the state. As with the general 
ideology held by the un, in Canada having a physical, mental, or genetic trait which limits 
one’s capacity to work and participate in the country’s economy is seen as “unhealthy,” 
not “normal,” and thus as a disability. In Canada’s Executive Summary of the Key Health 
Inequalities in Canada, disability was listed as one of the key indicators of one’s “health 
status” (Canada 2018a). In this definition, a key indicator of health is the absence of a 
disability. Canada’s Determinants of Health report also noted “genetic endowment” as a 

“main determinant of health” (Canada 2018b). This understanding of health implies that 
genetic and physical deviations from particular standards are unhealthy and abnormal. 
These differences intrude with interacting with society in normative ways. Normative 
social interactions in Canada typically include getting a degree, finding a job, getting mar-
ried, and having children—which are all believed to aid the economy. Having a genetic or 
physical trait that prevents or limits these goals are seen as abnormal traits.
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Advances in technologies, such prenatal diagnosis, helps to ensure that people are 
producing “healthy” children. While in Canada it is unethical for doctors or the govern-
ment to try to persuade people into choosing selective abortion, there are many indirect 
influences on this decision. Statistics Canada (2015) reported that in 2010, the median 
total income of differently abled people was $10 000 less than their normative abled 
counterparts. Differently abled people are underemployed, and are usually forced to take 
part-time positions because no one offers them full-time work (cbc 2013). Only 47% of 
differently abled adults between the ages of 15 to 64 are employed (Statistics Canada 
2015). It can be argued that high unemployment among differently abled adults is a result 
of negative biases that are held against differently abled people, which impact their level 
of inclusion (cbc 2013). It is reported that 43% of working differently abled people see 
themselves at a disadvantage in the workforce and 44% believe their employers consider 
them disadvantaged as well (Statistics Canada 2015). 

The fear that living with a disability means suffering is a major concern that people 
have about having a differently abled child (Press et al. 1998; Rapp and Ginsburg 2001). 
However, as ableism and disability studies scholar Gregor Wolbring of the University of 
Calgary pointed out in an interview with cbc: 

Suffering is a very subjective term, it’s an emotive term to get acceptance, but that 
also takes people away from why people are really suffering. That’s a long debate 
within the disability field. Do I suffer because I have no legs, or do I suffer because 
you have legs and build everything accordingly? (cbc 2016) 

Wolbring highlights that what is considered as a disability is highly dependent on physical 
and social surroundings. If one cannot effectively navigate a particular physical and social 
terrain, they are labelled as disabled and suffering due to their “limitations” (Ginsburg and 
Rapp 2013). These limitations are based on particular ideas of normality and of certain 
ideas of how people should interact with their surroundings. Deviation from this expected 
human-surrounding interaction results in labels of being unhealthy. However, ideas of 

“health” are shaped to accommodate the goals, desires, and context of that political and 
economic climate. The current system and underlying hegemonic cultural ideologies are 
shaped by and benefit people who meet a specific definition of “health.” While parents and 
differently abled people do get some support in Canada, such as disability benefits, and 
special grants and loans, it is hard to ignore the more entrenched societal hurdles that are 
presented to people considered disabled. These hurdles influence the uptake of prenatal 
testing and subsequent decisions of selective abortion based on disability, ultimately cater-
ing to a particular kind of body and life over another (Ginsberg and Rapp 2013). Prenatal 
testing acts as a tool of biopolitical governance that works to detect particular types of 
bodies based on their perceived genetic or physical “abnormalities.” The social hurdles 
that exist for differently abled bodies works to sway people into producing “normal” and 

“healthy” citizens who can positively and effectively engage in the country’s social and 
physical surroundings. The systems, ideologies, and technologies in place value particular 
bodies and lives over others (Rose 2001). Hence, the idea of having “free choice” over 
whether or not to have an abortion based on disability is an illusion because of the systems 
and ideologies in place that subtly discourage particular kinds of bodies.
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Press and colleagues (1998) examine contradicting views on disability. In their study of 
expectant North American mothers who underwent prenatal testing, they found that most 
participants talked positively of people with disabilities, using words such as “loving,” and 

“…so easy to love” (52–53). However, when asked how they would react if their child had 
a disability, the tone of the parents changed negatively. Many said that while they believe 
they can love their child the same as a “normal” child, they acknowledged that it would 
be very hard to care for them and that it would take a “special” kind of parent to be able to 
raise them. Caretakers are active participants in society, but also aid differently abled peo-
ple in participating in a society that would otherwise exclude them (Ginsburg and Rapp 
2013). Parents feared social embarrassment, stigma against them and their child who has a 
disability, and feared that their child would suffer (Press et al. 1998). Such uncertainty and 
contradicting beliefs surrounding disability (your own child versus another child) shows 
the general ambivalence surrounding this topic.

The perspective of people who identify as disabled must also be considered when 
exploring issues of disability and prenatal diagnosis. It is not surprising that many people 
who identify as disabled or who have differently abled children are outraged because of 
the termination of pregnancies based on disabilities detected through prenatal diagnosis. 
In all Canadian provinces, except Nunavut, the observed number of children born with 
Downs Syndrome is significantly lower than the expected number of children born with 
this condition (Government of Canada 2017). A major contributor to this appears to be 
the increased use of prenatal diagnosis in detecting Downs Syndrome and subsequent 
abortions (Government of Canada 2017). This gap in expected and observed number of 
children born with Downs Syndrome is expected to increase with more accurate and safe 
prenatal tests emerging (Boseley, 2016). Many disability activists are calling this genetic 
discrimination, which is when someone is treated differently because of their “apparent or 
perceived genetic variation from the ‘normal’ human genotype” (Bilings et al. 1992). This 
extends to prenatal diagnoses because this test looks at one’s genome to detect genetic 
abnormalities, such as Downs Syndrome. Disability activists are calling this a form of 
eugenics and genocide. Many North Americans view prenatal diagnosis as a “good” tech-
nology that is “common sense” to use (Saxton 2006). However, this belief is based on the 
assumption that differently abled people lead a less enjoyable life than normatively abled 
people (Saxton 2000). It also assumes that raising differently abled children is a burden to 
the parents and larger social network. Deborah Kaplan, a disability activist notes: 

If persons with disabilities are perceived as individuals who encounter 
insurmountable difficulties in life and who place a burden on society, prenatal 
screening may be regarded as a logical response. However, if persons with 
disabilities are regarded as a definable social group who have faced great oppression 
and stigmatization, then prenatal screening may be regarded as yet another form 
of social abuse. (Saxton 2000, 148)

Understanding differently abled people as a unified social group that is disadvantaged 
due to the social and physical structures in place that uphold and reproduce normative 
ideas of “health” and a particular form of governance illuminates the power imbalances in 
place between normatively able people and those deemed “disabled.” Prenatal diagnostic 
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techniques cater to the reproduction of a particular kind of body, while discouraging other 
kinds of bodies. When Marsha Saxton (2006) organized a conference in Vancouver on the 
topic of disability and prenatal diagnosis, her friend who is a dedicated disability activist 
said, “I think this conference is important, but I have to tell you, I have trouble being in 
the same room with professionals who are trying to eliminate my people” (added emphasis). 
This shows a community is created through the identity of having a disability, and displays a 
sense of solidarity. The advancements in disability rights were fought for and put in place to 
not only benefit differently abled people who were alive at that time, but also for future gen-
erations (Saxton 2006; Rapp and Ginsburg 2001). However, it is important to note that not 
all people with disabilities feel attacked by prenatal diagnosis, and some agree with it based 
on their own personal experiences of having a disability or for other reasons (Saxton 2006).

The Canadian government’s Social Determinant of Health and Health Inequalities report 
acknowledges that some Canadians have “more opportunities to lead a healthy life” than 
others (Government of Canada 2018b). It is acknowledged that health inequalities are 
due to a myriad of factors including education, employment status, income, and genet-
ics (Government of Canada 2018a). Through the acknowledgment of the social aspects 
of health inequalities, it is revealed that a higher socioeconomic status results in “more 
opportunities to lead a healthy life” (Government of Canada 2018b). This sheds light onto 
who is privileged with access to the title of “good health,” which are citizens who are can 
effectively participate and stimulate the economy through employment and investing in 
higher education. People who are employed or have a higher education are more likely 
to be considered healthy and have more “opportunities” to establish and maintain their 

“health status.” Bodies that are able to be productive by Canadian societal standards are 
rewarded with access to resources that help uphold their position as “healthy.” People who 
cannot maintain their productivity or adhere to normative ideals of social interaction are 
disadvantaged economically and socially, often being discriminated against. By having an 
environment and a political system in place that does not fully support differently abled 
people, people are indirectly being discouraged from having differently abled children 
(Rapp and Ginesburg 2001). This benefits the overall economy because more “healthy” 
children will be born who can participate effectively in Canada’s capitalist society. Through 
Canada’s acknowledgement of health inequalities, we must consider the foundations of 
this inequality, who this situation benefits, who this situation negatively impacts, and how. 
By exploring Canada’s position on health disparities and acknowledgement of the role of 
social inequalities, the normative ideologies and dominant social systems in place can be 
examined and used to understand how prenatal testing implicitly works to foster some lives 
while disallowing others.

Conclusion
In the end, with the rise of new reproductive technologies, such as prenatal diagnosis, 
questions of what constitutes “health” are raised. “Health” is commonly equated with 

“normal,” and a criterion of these labels is to not be “disabled.” Dis-abled can be understood 
as being un-able to actively be productive in a particular form of governance. Biopolitics 
is a helpful theoretical framework in exploring what “health” means and who decides its 
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boundaries. Biopolitics are comprised of both state and citizen regulation of bodies that 
reinforces and maintains dominant systems and ways of living. “Health” is a flexible term 
that changes based on context but is portrayed as a universal truth by scientists and health 
officials who claim a detached objectivity. With the naturalization of a specific definition 
of “health,” laws, regulations and technologies are developed and maintained to uphold 
particular ideologies such as neoliberalism and capitalism. An exploration of the un shows 
the intimate link between capitalism, neoliberalism, and understandings of the body and 
prenatal diagnosis. This link and the understanding of health and prenatal diagnosis are 
situated and fluid, as can be seen by the various approaches taken by various countries 
connected to the un. Despite differences between prenatal testing in different countries, a 
commonality is that people are being treated as biocapital and being commodified through 
various methods. If someone is not able to fully participate in the capitalist society and 
are not able to be effectively commodified then they are deemed “unhealthy.” In Canada, 
while the government may overtly say that access to prenatal diagnosis is not meant to 
encourage a “new eugenics” of differently abled people, systems and ideologies in place are 
indirectly encouraging the use of prenatal diagnosis to reduce the amount of “unhealthy” 
people born who are “un-able” to fully participate in society. New technologies arise for 
a reason and are created to serve a purpose. Prenatal diagnosis was created and is being 
improved for the purpose of detecting particular kinds of illnesses in fetuses. Hence, we 
need to be critical of why so much importance is placed on the development of this tech-
nology, who this technology benefits, and whose lives it compromises. 
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Facebook keeps a keen eye on the inhabitants of the world by tracking users’ lives as they cre-

ate profiles, connect with friends, and share pictures, videos, and statuses. Drawing from the 

work of Michel Foucault, Jeremy Bentham, David Miller, and Michael Welch, in this article I 

consider how Facebook exists in the world of technology as a modern day panopticon and ar-

gue that, by creating a platform on which users can instantly post and share their private lives 

with the public, Facebook blurs the lines between the private and public domains. Through a 

review of the workings and features of Facebook, I argue that the social network site is a virtual 

rendition of the penitentiary.
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Facebook
The Modern Day Panopticon

T
echnology, as it is manifested in the form of social media and social networking 
sites (including web-based sites), gives individuals the power to create online pro-
files through which they can connect and communicate with others (Lange 2007, 

362). These platforms are gaining popularity in today’s social settings. Facebook, a popular 
social network site of the last decade, is a platform that “combines the ability to post visual 
materials with text status updates and interactive features such as ‘liking’ posts, comment-
ing and private messaging” (Haynes 2016: 46). A brief analysis of particular social dimen-
sions of Facebook can uncover how Michel Foucault’s theory of panopticism has molded 
people’s experiences on Facebook today. 

Foucault’s (1995) concept of panopticism was developed from Jeremy Bentham’s pan-
opticon, an architectural penitentiary design that produces a system of social control 
through surrounding surveillance (Bennet 1988). Bentham’s prison served as a model 
and metaphor for Foucault to theorize structures of power (Bennett 1988). Furthermore, 
in The Post-Panoptic society? Reassessing Foucault in surveillance studies, Gilbert Caluya 
explains:

Foucault introduced Bentham’s prison architecture as an exemplar of the shift 
in mechanisms of social control. The proposed panopticon was composed of an 
annular building circling a tower. The peripheral building is divided into cells for 
the inmates, which has a window facing out of the building and another facing 
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the tower such that the backlighting effect would allow anyone within the tower 
to see all inmates. On the other hand, the tower was designed in such a way that 
one could not tell whether it was occupied. The result of this architecture was ‘to 
arrange things that the surveillance is permanent in its effects’ (2010, 622).

In other words panopticism describes a society of surveillance, one that watches 
over itself by “transforming the crowd into a constantly surveyed, self-watching, 
self-regulating … orderly public—a society watching over itself” (Bennett 1988, 81). 
The power of the panoptic gaze is one of the fundamentals of Foucault’s work and the 
uncomfortable reality of the world today is that of being constantly surveyed and analyzed 
through new techniques, such as the social networking site Facebook. As one carries on 
with one’s life, uploading and sharing one’s daily endeavors, the concept of hundreds of 
strangers getting a peek into one’s private life is a thought tossed aside; oblivious that, 
just like Focualt’s panopticism, every upload further enables a tighter surveillance on the 
uploader. 

According to Foucault (1995), Bentham’s Panopticon was a structure designed to sur-
vey the inmates and its architecture ensured that inmates were seen by the guards who 
remained hidden. Through this model the inmates felt the gaze of the guards, and this 
panoptic scrutiny “induce[d] in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent visibility 
that assures the automatic functioning of power” (Foucault 1995, 201). Moreover, threat 
of always being watched urges individuals to conform to social norms. 

Facebook can be seen as a mode of panopticon surveillance because the sharing of one 
individual’s data is viewed and surveyed by others. For the posts can be tracked back to 
the earliest of days of one’s time on Facebook. Timelines seem to stretch on—anyone at 
any moment is able to pull up exactly what one was feeling at a certain time and date in 
their lives. For once it is online, it is out there in the system for eternity; slowly circulating 
through millions of other data. 

The works of anthropologists, such as Michel Wesch (2008) and Daniel Miller (2010; 
2013), demonstrate how Foucault’s (1995) theory of panopticism has extended into the 
modern day world of Facebook through three major categories: the sharing of private 
pictures of oneself, the public display of one’s friendships on Facebook—the quantity 
insurmountably more crucial than the quality—and Facebook Live, a feature that incor-
porates live streaming to further bring one’s private life out into the public until users are 
constantly mindful of their social status online. Through the example of image sharing 
we can get a sense of how social norms and relations are shaped through public viewing. 
Similarly, the calculation and evaluation of friendships reflect how these too, on Facebook, 
have become a power struggle: to appear popular strangers are added as friends in bulk. 

In this article I explore the panoptic implications of Facebook through three specific 
aspects of the social media platform: image posts, the open display of one’s Facebook 
friends, and live video interactions. Because Facebook users are aware that their posts are 
being read by others online it is crucial for them to put their best face forward. Therefore, 
I argue that Facebook can be regarded as a modern day panopticon, where the users act 
like the inmates of Bentham’s prison, and the rest of the Facebook community like both 
the guards and the inmates. I also consider how Facebook blurs the line between private 
and public domains and disrupts conceptions of authenticity. This is done by reinforcing 
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social norms and sharing intimate details of one’s life as panopticism flows and operates 
through the people, by the people, for the larger businesses eagerly collecting personal 
data, one “like” at a time. 

Posting Images
It takes little less than a minute to post a picture, or a selfie, on Facebook but once it is 
posted the lifespan of that picture, a picture that introduces private moments to the public, 
is infinite. Once posted online the picture is in the hands of the internet, and what was 
once an intimate moment is now visible on any number of screens, becoming subject to 
unknown gazes. Indeed, selfies proliferate on the internet. From family vacations and wed-
ding receptions to individual bedrooms and personal spaces, the notion of personal and 
private dimensions of life are now being showcased to the public over Facebook. 

Michael Koliska and Jessica Roberts (2015) define selfies as “visual presentations 
of one’s self and […] photographic representations and formations of identity” (1672). 
Through one singular picture, an individual’s identity can be glimpsed by their clothes, 
facial expressions, and the framing of the selfie (Koliska and Roberts 2015, 1675). The 
elements one chooses to include in the selfie exhibits a (public) image—an image that 
is shaped according to the norms displayed on Facebook. For example, selfies that focus 
on the perfect, happy family, often snapped while on vacation, influence others to mimic 
these ideals. Thus, selfies have become a way of expressing identity on social media plat-
forms including Facebook, but this identity is subject to conforming with ideals and social 
norms (Venkatraman 2017, 98). 

Feelings of desire can be discerned when gazing at the pictures posted on Facebook. 
For example, ideals of beauty and its social value are shared and followed—from the 
so-called “perfect” hair to the “perfect” waist size. Selfies display the qualities one desires 
because one is aware of the fact that once the selfie is posted on Facebook it will be 
open for public scrutiny (Costa 2016, 79). For instance, in Social Media in South India, 
Venkatraman (2017) highlights how private events become public through the power of 
Facebook and mere pictures: 

Saranya and Srijith Saranya’s love story—an intimate part of their lives—is painted 
and announced on Facebook for all of their friends to see, to analyze, and to ‘like.’ 
Saranya began by posting pictures of their dates, and then pictures from their 
wedding were added and slowly their love story—from their courtship, to their 
wedding, to their married life—was chronicled on Facebook for the public to 
follow (Venkatraman 2017, 121). 

Their private moments were turned into a public show, facilitated by the ease of posting 
pictures on Facebook. It takes a second to click the “post” button, to disclose one’s private 
life to the public, and to place oneself onto the virtual grid. 

Facebook thrives on the sharing of personal information and the posting of pictures. 
The principles of panopticism, one of which includes always being seen without every see-
ing the source of the gaze, is present in the world of Facebook: from the way the pictures 
one posts are being gazed at by individuals whose identities are unknown. Once on the 
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internet the picture can be rapidly transported all over the world. Even if privacy settings 
restrict the amount of people allowed to view the picture, there are several ways one can 
send the picture to others—from screenshots to downloads; many possibilities are avail-
able online.

Selfies that tell stories of private and intimate moments are now, through Facebook, 
transferred to the public domain in which individuals are aware of being constantly sur-
veyed by unknown gazes. Facebook is a space in which the private and public distinction 
becomes more complicated, and a platform on which panopticism is implicated by trans-
forming individuals and societies into self-regulating citizens that are keenly aware of the 
selfies that are acceptable and “liked.” Facebook selfies demonstrate a society of surveil-
lance where individuals regulate both themselves and each other through posting and 

“liking” selfies, often those that strive to represent their best selves and their “perfect” lives. 

Friendship Evaluations
Friendships have changed in the 21st century with the introduction of social networking 
through Facebook. With this social networking site, the number of a person’s friends has 
been placed on a grid for all to see, to analyze, and to judge. Facebook has more often 
than not turned meaningful friendships into shallow “Facebook friendships,” created for 
nothing more than a number count. For even the once personal relationships are often 
transformed into a public display of posts, likes, and comments. The connections made 
on Facebook are called “friends,” and these friends are the main purpose of the website: 
without friends individual profiles are essentially insignificant (Dalsgaard 2016, 98). 

Daniel Miller (2013) states, in his book Tales from Facebook, the fact that one has 700 
friends on Facebook does not indicate that one has that many friends offline, and when 
students were interviewed regarding the number of friends they have on Facebook as 
opposed to their offline lives, the results did not come as a shock. Miller explains that hav-
ing over 300 friends on Facebook was impressive but the amount of friends with whom 
users had offline relationships with were significantly lower (2013, 166). 

Friendships on Facebook have become a popularity contest where the level of popular-
ity is deemed by the number of friends displayed. This contest is difficult to evade because 
a friends list is available to others for viewing (unless restricted). Thus, I argue Facebook 
friend lists have become another means through which surveillance and the gaze are 
practiced. The unknown gaze of Facebook members is always watching the citizens but is 
hidden from view which forces citizens to conform to what this society has constructed 
as appropriate. 

According to Miller’s research, individuals connect with others and become Facebook 
friends for the sole purpose of adding to their friend count (2013, 166). In addition, Steffen 
Dalsgaard explains that upon logging onto Facebook one is able to “follow” the activities of 
friends through a “newsfeed where recent activities of friends appear. What appears … is 
otherwise determined by an algorithm computing one’s likely preferences from data about 
previous choices and actions online” (2016, 98). When scrolling through a newsfeed, every 
action—from “liking” a post to becoming friends with another person—is documented by 
Facebook and Facebook uses this information to filter and personalize a newsfeed accord-
ing to their algorithms (Facebook 2018).
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As Facebook members act as both the prisoners and guards of Bentham’s panop-
ticon they are welcomed into the private friendships and relationships of others, and 
their (faceless) gaze (that enables one’s every move to be monitored) is snapped on. As 
Facebook members scroll through their news feed, they become the guards keeping 
watch over other users, and once these members upload personal information (image 
posts, statuses, and so on), their roles are reversed and they also become the prisoners 
feeding into the system. Facebook can also foster jealousy, as stalking one’s profile to 
see whose wall they’ve posted on can spur feelings of distaste, especially in the cases of 
former relationships. 

Although it might seem that merely posting on a friend’s wall is of no concern to 
others, the reality is that the post is now also in the domain of the public, and count-
less people become privy to the intimate details of personal relationships due to public 
exhibition of Facebook posts and friendships (Miller 2013, 168). Although these posts 
are regarded by many Facebook users as a way to document memories, by posting details 
or anecdotes of their day together their private memories are also being made public 
(Venkatraman 2017, 122). 

While Geoff D’Eon and Jay Dahl’s documentary Facebook Follies (2011) suggest that the 
average Facebook user assumes Facebook is “for love,” the reality is that Facebook is using 
every bit of data it can glean from profiles for its own advantages, such as for expanding 
their business. The world of Facebook is one in which friendships are a commodity used 
to keep citizens conforming to social norms and under constant surveillance. 

Facebook Live
Along with posting pictures and statuses, Facebook users can stream live videos which 
are published onto the page as a video after the live stream ends through a new feature 
called Facebook Live. Facebook Live, launched in early 2016, allows users to live stream 
videos and update friends and followers in real time (Mastroianni 2016). With just a 
click of a button they are able to send out live videos to the world, where their follow-
ers can respond by reacting through ‘Live Reactions,’ which provides a range of expres-
sions—love, anger, or grief for instance (Mastroianni 2016). According to Facebook’s 
Chief Product Officer Chris Cox, Facebook Live is “’bringing a little tv studio to users’ 
pockets” (Mastroianni 2016). But the difference between a tv studio and Facebook Live 
is the level of intimacy. 

Facebook Live forges a deeper connection between friends and followers through 
these videos by creating a sense of intimacy and implying that the video is unscripted. 
Yet users are aware of the public gaze which bears an influence on their behaviour. As 
more social network sites are created, and individuals are made to feel as if they are con-
necting more, ideas of authenticity are becoming complicated with these virtual modes 
of interaction that are affected by panoptic gazing; individuals are aware that they are 
being watched and are influenced to present themselves accordingly, for example by 
often demonstrating their best (or ideal) behavior. The seemingly unscripted nature of 
the medium changes the overall feeling around everything the individual is doing and 
saying during the live stream and changes the manner in which messages are carried 
through this new medium. 
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Facebook Live can be seen as an extension of YouTube as both mediums convey mes-
sages through the use of videos and convey the idea that any individual with a camera has 
a “strong voice” (Wesch 2008). In An Anthropological Introduction to YouTube, Wesch 
(2008) states that as media changes human relationships change as well, and media is 
mediated through these human relationships. In addition, Wesch (2008) theorizes that in 
the search for individuality human beings still have a strong value for communities, and 
as commercialization increases so does the hunger for authenticity, and once again all of 
these points can be seen in Facebook Live. Specifically, Facebook Live is a medium through 
which communities on Facebook can share a deeper connection with an individual by ask-
ing question during a live stream. 

Facebook Live is also another way of complicating the private-public divide; the pri-
vate life of an individual is displayed to the public through live videos and these act as win-
dows into the presumably private lives of individuals. When the line between private and 
public is blurred, a sense of intimacy is created. One of the attractions of Facebook Live 
is the sense of authenticity produced by being in an intimate and mundane setting with 
another individual. In this way, live streaming brings friends and followers into the private 
lives of users and thereby provides another means through which panopticism can oper-
ate—surveilling the seemingly private lives of individuals. The minute the video is turned 
on numerous gazes are snapped onto the live stream where they can examine every move. 
The omnipresence of this unknown gaze, mediated through Facebook, impacts the way 
one acts the moment they are “live.” In other words, Facebook Live “provides a semi-public 
stage for … performances of the self,” aware of pressures to follow “normative standards in 
their pubic performance on social media” (Haynes 2016, 58). Facebook Live has extended 
the means through which the public gaze can keep citizens under surveillance. Expressing 
one’s identity takes a whole different twist when one is being watched in ‘real time.’

Conclusion
Through Facebook one is able to build new friendships, revive old ones, and share pictures 
of one’s life, from mundane images of food to breathtaking travel images featuring views 
of the Eiffel Tower. This platform involves everything from messages to pictures to live-
streaming, all of which serve to display private and personal aspects of life to the public. 
Furthermore, with its pictures, friendships, and live-streaming, Facebook has a global 
reach, giving people the tools to watch and to analyze the lives of others. 

In this way, it exhibits elements of surveillance that suggest forms of social relation that 
are reminiscent of Bentham’s prison and Foucault’s (1995) panopticism. By analyzing the 
way Facebook keeps a close eye on its citizens through the pictures posted, the friendships 
established, and the live-streaming available, we can consider the hidden gaze that Facebook 
users employ to surveil the private lives of others—a type of gaze that Foucault (1995) might 
recognize as the building block of his theory on panopticism. Through the examples of image 
posting, friends list, and Facebook live we can get a sense of the relationship between the 
panoptic gaze of Facebook and its virtual social relations and norms. As these three catego-
ries exhibit, Facebook and its users can track the movements of users as they upload, add, 
and watch videos and thus the line between private and public domains starts to blur. 
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Marshall McLuhan (2002) theorizes that the medium is the message, and this is evi-
dent in the way new messages are being transferred and published through Facebook 
Live. Facebook Live has been the reason behind several protests in recent time, including 
outrage after the public witnessed the live streaming of Philando Castile’s shooting in 2016. 
According to cnn reporter Emanuella Grinberg (2016), “Amateur video is more personal 
and raw, compared to what you see in newscast or edited video, where you’re prepared for 
what you’re going to see.” 

The gaze is as heavy through Facebook as it was in Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon. The 
architecture of Facebook and the Panopticon may differ visually but the process and the 
workings of the two are similar: where guards watched the inmates in the Panopticon, 
Facebook and the users watch other participants with the same hidden scrutiny and con-
structs obligations to conform to social norms—reflecting similar social mechanisms of 
control. Decades have passed since Foucault’s (1995) theory of panopticism and yet pan-
opticism still flows through every picture, friend request, and live-streaming session. In 
this way, the modern experience of Facebook presents an example of panopticism, where 
there is seldom a moment in which society does not feel the watchful gaze of others. 
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This article illustrates the ways in which NASA’s stunning, extra-planetary visualizations of 

global climate change data create a way of knowing that separates us from climate change as 

a phenomenon and renders us visually impaired to its effects globally, regionally and locally. 

I show that while we are surrounded by an ever-growing arsenal of visual representations 

about how our climate is changing, these representations provide a barrier to knowing the real-

ties unfolding on the ground, in communities around the globe. Leveraging Donna Haraway’s 

(1988) concept of situated knowledge, with multiple ethnographic data points regrading cli-

mate change visualization practices and ethnographic accounts of climate change realities, my 

analysis illustrates just how little we come to know as we are bombarded with evermore visual 

data.
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NASA’s Big Picture
Losing Sight of Knowing

NASA: the purveyor of big pictures
The latest in computer and visualization technology has made it possible for the National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration (nasa) to expose satellite imagery of Earth’s cli-
mate in animated full colour simulations (Gray 2017), giving our eyes a front-row seat as 
we feast on high-resolution, YouTube sized, edutainment chunks, easily digestible by our 
short attention spans and harried consumption tendencies. These globally spatial and 
temporally situated, compartmentalized, outer space views, showcasing the geo-spatial 
magnitude of Earth’s changing climate, are a sight to behold. We are primed to accept 
what nasa and other entities parade in front of us as the universal truths about the state 
of our planet’s climate and the enormity of the changes it is undergoing (Wielicki 2012).

How does nasa’s full frontal visual approach prevent us from experiencing the situa-
tion on the ground through our non-visual sensorium, and the ways in which human lives 
are affected as a result of climate change? We are surrounded by vast arrays of imagery cul-
minating in chart upon graph upon illustration rendering climate data from the past, pres-
ent, and future, through various mechanisms, measuring techniques and models, intended 
to serve up universal, objective truths about the state of our planet (noaa n.d., ipcc n.d.). 
Yet, what do we really know about the changes that are occurring, the significance of the 
changes, and the magnitude of their impacts on our planetary home?
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This paper will explore the ways in which nasa’s stunning, extra-planetary visualiza-
tions of global climate change data create a way of knowing that disconnects us from 
climate change impacts; blocking our view and impairing our ability to understand how 
these changes are being manifest in a human context—globally, regionally, and locally. I 
will focus on nasa’s extraterrestrial time lapse imagery which directs one’s attention to 
changes in the Arctic sea ice from 1984 to 2016 (Gray 2017). While this mega-represen-
tation of climate change data exudes notions of objectivity and universal truth coveted in 
Western science practice (Haraway 1988, 582), it comes at a cost. Such representations 
from the seat of the stratosphere hide the micro and desensitize us to the ways in which 
place, human, and sentient beings are transmuted as the Arctic sea ice evaporates. There 
is no denying that such artistic representations of global climate change data play a role 
in the development of knowledge and building of awareness. They do, however, represent 
only one element of a multi-layered, complex, evolving story that is unfolding in and out 
of the view of nasa’s ever watchful satellite eyes and computer simulations.

Climate data and climate change data
The creation and collection of climate data had humble beginnings in the nineteenth-
century with the sporadic, voluntary, and manual recording of local weather conditions 
at various measuring stations around the globe (Edwards 2010, 4). According to Paul N. 
Edwards (2010), climate is understood as the history of weather over long periods of time 
(xiv) and knowing about climate’s past can help us construct knowledge and understand-
ing about the present and predict what may happen in the future (xvii).

It wasn’t until the late 1940’s that the digitization of climate and weather data became 
possible, as computer technology gained the technological means required for the large 
body of collected data (Edwards 2010, 14). During the 1970’s, three-dimensional climate 
modelling techniques were developed and deployed by climatologists, establishing a new 
era for the formal and conscious collection of data to record and monitor the Earth’s 
climate (Edwards 2010, 14). From the 1980’s, climatologists and meteorologist embraced 
the abilities of computer modelling techniques to capture, track, and display climate and 
weather-related information in a truly global context, due to concerns about global warm-
ing (Edwards 2010, 15). This global climate measuring system now includes a complex 
array of surface based, ocean, and atmospheric measuring instruments which take hun-
dreds of thousands of daily readings (Edwards 2010, 4). By all accounts, I suggest the 
collection of climate data is akin to Helen Verran’s (2002) notion of a grand scale accu-
mulation project (751), in which the counting and measuring of variables is undertaken 
to achieve the holy grail of cause-and-effect generalizations (755), neatly packaged into 
models, charts, and simulations suitable for subsequent display.

There are, of course, limitations to data gathering and management projects that are 
both local and global in scale. Edwards (2010) theorizes that we are in fact “stuck with” 
the weather and climate data accumulated to date, not only in its form, but also with the 
sources from which it came (15). Further, I would argue, we are constrained by the ways 
we visualize, interpret, and come to understand this quantitative, painstakingly collected, 
data set. These limitations make it difficult for us, lay people and scientist alike, to see 
beyond the numbers, to see the actualities of the pasts, presents, and possible futures tied 
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up in these sanitized generalizations. When one examines the charts and graphs published 
by organizations such as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Control (ipcc n.d.), the 
quantitative bias of the data is clear: the stories told focus on the discrete, measurable 
elements of the scientifically desirable single properties, similar to how Verran (2002) 
describes forms of scientific generalization that exist in epistemic tension with Aboriginal 
knowledge on firing practices in Australia (748–750). Climate scientists presenting cli-
mate change data embrace a similar, single property approach, as can be witnessed in 
Bromwich’s 2013 ted talk. Data are painted onto graphs and charts reminiscent of those 
that economists and business leaders deploy to convey data about the health of trade, 
labour, and gross domestic product. As these numbers are dished out during analyst calls, 
press briefings, institutional reports, and discussed across media outlets, the story is the 
number: how it may have changed since the last report; what policies and indices require 
tweaking to bring the numbers back in line; whose numbers speak truth and whose do not.

Such representations of data give visibility and voice to distinct quantitative and macro 
depictions of the global climate system and climate change. nasa’s satellite data is col-
lected from somewhere above the planet and its resulting images are rendered from an 
extraterrestrial vantage point. Donna Haraway’s (1988) notion of unlocatable knowledge 
claims—claims that cannot be called into question (583) and are prominently on dis-
play—suggests this view from above is disembodied knowing. Climate and climate change 
become individual and distinct objects in their own right; objects to be dominated and 
clinically separated from other objects that scientists track and measure; objects over 
whose data we can obsess. Current obsessions with climate change data are directed 
towards determining just how much warming the planet is undergoing and how to stay 
beneath a two-degree Celsius increase in average global temperature (MacMillan 2016). 
This is the climate change story retold by scientists, journalists, politicians, and corpo-
rate leaders, interpreted and manipulated to account for their own singular interests and 
leaving space for both advocate and denier to find their respective truths amidst such 
disembodied portrayals.

What remains hidden from view are the stories and experiences taking place on and 
near the ground, not just human stories and experiences, but also those of the other than 
human, or what Zoe Todd refers to as “more than human” (2016, 45), everything that is 
not defined as human. Embracing the “more than human” (45), I propose, re-integrates 
climate back into the patchwork of earthly vitality and helps bring to life the symbiotic, 
rhizomic quality of the locally situated ways in which both humans and the “more than 
human” (45), are being transfigured together and in unison with the changes taking place 
in the planet’s climate.

And so it is with the pulsing imagery of nasa’s simulation, the ebb and flow of Arctic 
sea ice swirls around the North Pole, a digitally rendered collection of facts on display 
from somewhere out in space. Nowhere in sight are the inter-connected knowledges and 
understandings that tell us what is happening on the ground at this globally significant 
geographic marker on top of the Earth, or how such happenings connect to other happen-
ings at other places on the planet. Verran submits that Western scientists’ ways of knowing 
isolate human acts from the land (2002, 739), and in a similar vein nasa’s pulsing Arctic 
sea ice, a disappearing ice mass that has traditionally served as land, severs human, as 
well as “more than human” (Todd 2016, 45), acts and ways of being from the land. When 
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consuming nasa’s time lapse imagery of melting arctic ice, I am lulled into a false sense 
of awareness and objectivity—I observe the shrinking ice as time progresses and believe 
that I am aware of the full extent of what is going on at the North Pole. nasa is watching 
over the proceedings, somebody is in control.

Situated experiences and ways of knowing
Susan A. Crate (2011) alerts us to the challenges of a global view and its impacts on 
locally situated ways of knowing (176). Specifically, Crate indicates that the generaliza-
tions required to implement globally measured, tracked, and communicated phenomena 
detract from the complex and unique local involvements of both the human and other 
than human (176). Further, she maintains that the quantitative bias of current climate 
change data, its analysis and representation, conceal accompanying sociocultural impli-
cations at the local level (176), such as how communities live with and use the land they 
inhabit (178). This is a point clearly demonstrated by the quantitative data depictions from 
nasa’s satellite view, and further supported by Verran (2002) who insists that generaliza-
tion oriented towards “clean and accountable cause-and-effect knowledge” (755) makes 
invisible other modes of generalizing that maintain the temporal and contextual qualities 
entangled with the “how” (756).

While many social media sites are brimming with dramatic, even romantic, images of 
polar bears with their cubs, replete with warnings about the loss of sea ice and the loom-
ing decimation of wildlife populations—as in the example from the Discover Magazine 
blog (Yulsman 2017)—nasa’s pulsing Arctic sea ice model decouples any notion of conse-
quence. This is true not just for wildlife and flora, but also for the Indigenous communities 
who call the Arctic Circle home. These communities, like the polar bear, rely on the sea ice 
for their sustenance and ways of life, and those, too, are at risk; their land isn’t changing, it 
is evaporating. The ebbing and flowing of sea ice changes put forth in nasa’s imagery do 
not present the viewer with the equally important and vastly more complex facts of local 
challenges resulting from vanishing permafrost and ice due to a warming climate. The 
phenomenon of drunken trees (Gore 2006), which are losing their footing as the thawing 
ground heaves, or the precarious future of whaling villages like Kivalina, on the brink of 
sinking into the Arctic Ocean (Callison 2014, 41) as the permafrost they are built on melts 
away, are two such challenges.

It is all too easy to dismiss the changes in Arctic sea ice as happening ‘down there,’ 
distant, behind the glass of the computer screen, contained in YouTube frames, as the 
observer takes their place in the stratosphere, a position with a view, certainly, but 
what exactly does one see? Since recordings began, weather related data has had both 
nation-state and global value in the name of improving nation-state systems and facilities 
(Edwards 2010, 13); having first naval, then national security, and commercial applications 
(41). nasa’s images, however, take climate data representations, and our coming to know 
about climate change, beyond the global to the cosmic.

Haraway (1988) argues that celestially orbiting satellites are “visualizing technologies” 
(581), serving up disembodied objectivity from their “conquering gaze from nowhere” 
(581). As a public, we consume nasa’s imagery through the visualizing technologies of 
our digital devices, creating further separation between what we come to know and the 
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actual situated experiences of those living with and on the Arctic ice. Our eyes are cap-
tivated in and by layers of visualizing technologies, intensifying Haraway’s (1988) claim 
of disembodied ways of seeing and knowing (581). nasa’s satellites move us beyond the 
macro to the mega, and we lose sight of the details that attest to the situated experiences 
of the “more than human” (Todd 2016, 45) and humans alike, as they collide with a 
changing climate.

Edwards (2010) suggests that the idea of a global climate requires long-term thinking, 
in the frame of one hundred-year cycles or longer, for us to meaningfully compare past 
climate attributes with what we now perceive to be a warming climate (4). He further 
conceives that nobody lives in a global climate and that humans are unable to detect the 
changes to average temperature trends over time (4). Quantitative climate data and its 
current expressions in satellite imagery, charts, and graphs, then, become the pre-requisite 
tools through which we perceive and come to know the fluctuations and gradations of 
Earth’s climate system (4), and the resulting impacts on the planet’s environment. While 
this sounds like a reasonable hypothesis, is it in fact a universal truth or is this, as Haraway 
(1988) posits, just another powerplay in the game of objective knowledge (577)?

Living in a global climate
In her ethnography on climate change, Candis Callison (2014) suggests that “how one 
comes to talk about the environment is based on how one comes to know it” (46). In 
the comforts of our Western, capitalist, neoliberal world, we have learned to refer to 
our environment as a container for resources to fuel our convenience-oriented lifestyles, 
evidenced in the pbs documentary Global Warming: The Signs and the Science (2012). The 
environment is reduced to supplying our never-ending demand for more and is something 
to be explained and controlled through the lenses of scientific practice, political maneuver-
ing, and corporate profit. We have severed ourselves from our environment and climate 
(Callison 2014, 53), no longer a part of them, and we have become inept at perceiving 
these differences, as Edwards (2010) suggests.

Western capitalist lifestyles are no longer sustenance based, our food comes from the 
store and our sensitivity to changes in climate presents itself as power surges when the 
demand for air conditioning increases, when environmental allergies set in, and when 
structural vulnerabilities are exposed in the wake of natural disasters (pbs 2012; Gore 
2006). Callison (2014) determines that rapid urbanization and industrialized specializa-
tion have resulted in a disconnect from the outdoors (53). In such living spaces, our bodies 
lose their perceptive abilities (Gore 2006), we rely instead on ‘the app for that’, to tell us 
how to dress, prepare and medicate for outside conditions, a place that is becoming all too 
alien for us to make sense of without technological aides.

In the Arctic, Inuit peoples, through their sensibilities and oral histories, have per-
ceived and continue to perceive changes in landscapes, weather patterns, flora and wildlife, 
long before climate change was a mainstream conversation (Callison 2014, 53). Over the 
past several decades Inuit elders have observed and taken note of changes to the frequency 
and intensity of storms, sea ice changes, and the erosion of permafrost (Callison 2014, 53). 
While nasa’s satellite view documents the changes to sea ice, what escapes from this view 
is the disappearing permafrost, lichen, and caribou, and the new arrival of moose, moss, 
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and black spruce trees that are making their mark in the Arctic circle (Callison 2014, 53); 
impacting communities dotted through the polar region (Callison 2014, 51).

According to Sheila Watt-Cloutier (2015), the Inuit people perceive their world inter-
relationally (7), where everything is connected, and everything counts (6). The reciprocal 
relationship between sentient being, land, and water uniquely attune those living in the 
Arctic Circle to sense changes in their surroundings (Callison 2014, 54). For Callison 
(2014), the ability to observe the impacts of a changing climate on the frozen land and 
ice mass, requires people to have a firm understanding of their outside world and have an 

“ecosystem mind-set” (53). It would appear then, that the Inuit people are located firmly in 
the global climate and are quite adept at perceiving changes to it at the local level.

Seeing, sensing, knowing
nasa’s animated simulation, while technologically sophisticated, factually accurate and 
artistically appealing, is anemic in its knowing and portrays a singular data point: dimin-
ishing sea ice over time. Its only connection is to a geographic location on top of the world. 
It looks, but it is unable to see and comprehend the changes happening on the ground. As 
consumers of the simulation, we are not merely separated from land; we are separated 
from the entire planet, looking down upon it. The nasa images do not make accessible the 
stories about what else is happening in conjunction with the retreating ice cap. Exalted to 
the cosmos, the viewer is so detached from the planet, none of this is knowable, perceivable, 
or visible through the lens of cosmically positioned satellites and their computer-generated 
simulations. However, climate and its changes are not just visual experiences. What is not 
knowable from NASA’s disappearing Arctic sea ice act are the sounds, smells, tastes, and 
textures of the shrinking ice, and its connections to and extensions of other interrelated net-
works, social, natural, and otherwise—those elements that are not measurable via currently 
available instruments, or easily represented through satellite imagery, or by the coveted 
charts and graphs we bear witness to when climate change data is being presented.

As consumers of nasa’s representation of the changing Arctic sea ice we do not come 
to know the ways in which communities, experiencing changing climates, attempt to 
adapt. Crate (2011) argues communities affected by global climate change struggle to stay 
on their homelands and maintain the “cultural orientations and symbolic frameworks” 
they draw upon as they adapt (179). For the Inuit, the warming of the global climate is 
causing their homelands to literally evaporate. Not only is land disappearing, lives are 
also being lost as hunting grounds melt and their interconnected, sustenance-oriented 
way of life is threatened (Callison 2014, 54). Inuit hunters have relied on their knowledge 
of sea ice to survive and thrive as they work to provide for their families (Callison 2014, 
54). A rapidly thinning sea ice makes the hunt for food even more treacherous, resulting 
in deadly accidents (Watt-Cloutier 2015, 7). Verran (2002) posits the social is not distinct 
from the natural, there is no separation of “people and place” (735). And in the ways that 
Aboriginal stocks of knowledge regarding Australian firing practices are embedded in the 
everyday (Myers 2017), so too are the hunting practices of the Inuit; practices which are 
contingent upon the existence of sea ice and permafrost. In addition to feeding communi-
ties, these practices give relevance and significance to what and how the Inuit come to 
know (Callison 2014, 49).
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Watt-Cloutier (2015) states that the historical permanence of the sea ice, the land of 
the Inuit, forms an integral part not just of her culture, but the physical and economic 
well-being of her people (7). Hunting practices are embedded in the ways Inuit depend on 
their collective memories to guide them through life and understand their place within it 
(Callison 2014, 49), as a result, Watt-Cloutier (quoted in Callison 2014, 49) suggests the 
high suicide rates in Inuit communities and climate change are inextricably connected. 
Coming to know, then, is a full inner and outer body experience, connected through and 
to environments, climates, histories, places and all sentient beings.

Closing thoughts
I have traced the ways in which Western science practice, with its colonial roots and dis-
embodied approach to knowledge creation (Myers 2014, 2), lacks the sensibilities through 
which to experience and know in the way embodied knowledge practices do. Western 
science knowledge practices are oriented towards ordering (Verran 2002, 752), the single 
property, the visual, creating separation between subject and object. With nasa’s anima-
tion, this rift takes on a new dimension as the knowing subject takes its place in outer 
space and the cosmos becomes the separator, forming a chasm potentially too large to 
close. As sites of situated knowledge (Haraway 1988, 583) and ways of knowing, bodies 
and places are, however, more than visual. They are multi- and opti-sensory (Myers 2014, 
21), a transient collection of storied experiences, moving through and with space and time 
(Verran 2002, 731). But this way of knowing does not fit the pattern of the fixed, moment-
in-time, disembodied, universal truth claims favoured by Western science. Rather, this way 
of knowing is messy, inter-related, and inter-connected (Verran 2002, 757), not reducible 
to variables for counting and measuring. This way of knowing defies the search for the 
constant; it forms a web, a network of experiences, stories, and sensibilities that do not 
lend themselves to the modeling and rendering of current approaches for representation 
and visualization.

With its animated 3d computer simulations, nasa bring us an ‘at the glass’ experi-
ence with Earth and climate securely located somewhere off in the distance, outside of 
the viewer’s immediate purview, not something to really concern oneself with. One’s 
detachment from the phenomenon is epic: I am no longer a mere human experiencing 
the ramifications of a changing climate, I am catapulted into the cosmos, looking down 
on planet Earth, witnessing its goings-on, cast as a disconnected and unbiased observer. 
As the knower, I assume the “god trick” position (Haraway 1988, 587), severed from the 
spectacle, not responsible, not accountable, not involved, no dirt on my hands, nothing 
to see here.
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Over the years, the connection between the pointe shoe and femininity has solidified, propagat-

ing a gendered perspective of pointe dancing as exclusively for women dancers. The gendering 

of the pointe shoe as feminine makes it difficult for men to dance on pointe. However, shifting 

perceptions that recognize the pointe shoe as a technological site of knowledge production 

would encourage men, and any body for that matter, to dance on pointe. Utilizing Judith But-

ler’s ([1990] 1999) concept of gender performativity and Teresa de Lauretis’s (1987) thinking 

on the technology of gender, I argue that the continuous iteration of ballerinas on pointe has 

constructed the pointe shoe as a performative gendered technology. Further mobilizing Tim 

Ingold’s (2004) work on how we understand the world through our feet and Andy Clark and 

David Chalmers’s (1998) concept of the extended mind, I argue that knowledge is embodied 

through the pointe shoe from the ground up, shaping not only the dancer’s body and balance 

but also their self-awareness and cognition. Ultimately, in this article I argue that the possibility 

to gain knowledge from pointe, through either training or performance, should not be restricted 

to a socially constructed gender binary to which traditional ballet so closely associates itself.
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The Pointe Shoe
A Tool for Knowledge Production

Between two doors
The first time I went to the Extension Room studio in downtown Toronto for pointe les-
sons I noticed how the door to the men’s change room had a photograph of a man’s bare 
foot in demi-pointe.1 The door to the women’s change room, on the other hand, had a 
photograph of a woman’s foot in a pointe shoe up on the block.2 Although both pictures 
depicted elevation, I found this gendered differentiation fascinating: men’s feet that were 
bare versus women’s feet that were covered; men’s feet touching the floor versus women’s 
feet off the floor. Figures 1 and 2 below demonstrate what I am referring to, but use my 
own feet as examples.

The difference also troubled me. The photograph signified that the men’s change 
room was a place to become simple—barefoot and “natural” on the ground. Conversely, 
the women’s change room was designated as a place to transform into the supernatural 
through elevation off the floor. As a man who was about to take pointe lessons I was unable 
to identify with either photograph since I was going to be wrapping my feet up in an object 
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designated feminine. Further, my transformation was to occur in the studio space, a room 
meant to incite change through practice and training. The studio was where I would learn 
to go on pointe, and where I could be what I was at that moment: student, researcher, 
outsider, and male dancer, as well as a guy trying pointe work, a guy training with pointe 
shoes, and a guy wanting to acquire knowledge.

The scenario above illuminates one of the auto-ethnographic field sites in my investi-
gation of men and pointe.3 My research engaged various physical, virtual, and conceptual 
spaces, including the pointe shoe itself (see figures 1 and 2 above). My fieldwork included 
practiced-based auto-ethnographic research in which I took pointe lessons. I also con-
ducted oral history interviews with five male dancers about their experiences of going 
on pointe and attended a performance of the Royal Winnipeg Ballet’s Going Home Star: 
Truth and Reconciliation, a ballet that uses traditional ballet vocabulary. I contextualize my 
fieldwork with a literature review of the history of ballet and pointe work. What follows is 
a discussion of how the pointe shoe can serve as site for knowledge production, an insight 
that arose from within the various ways that I engaged with this device.

In this article, I re-envision the pointe shoe as a site for knowledge production unre-
stricted by traditional gendered protocols that have designated the pointe shoe as femi-
nine. I begin this article by demonstrating that the pointe shoe is a gendered technology 
associated with femininity. Utilizing Judith Butler’s ([1990] 1999) concept of gender per-
formativity and Teresa de Lauretis’s (1987) thinking on the technology of gender, I argue 
that the continuous iteration of ballerinas on pointe has constructed the pointe shoe as a 
performative gendered technology.4 

FIGURE 2  The author’s left foot on pointe.
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FIGURE 1  The author’s right foot in demi-pointe. 
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Further mobilizing Tim Ingold’s (2004) work on how we understand the world 
through our feet and Andy Clark and David Chalmers’s (1998) concept of the extended 
mind, I argue that knowledge is embodied through the pointe shoe from the ground up, 
shaping not only the dancer’s body and balance but also their self-awareness and cogni-
tion. Ultimately, in this article I argue that the possibility to gain knowledge from pointe, 
through either training or performance, should not be restricted to a socially constructed 
gender binary to which traditional ballet so closely associates itself.

A brief history of the pointe shoe
The pointe shoe arose out of a desire to portray particular qualities that emphasized the 
ideals of the Romantic era, such as ethereality, lightness, and grace, in the burgeoning 
ballets of the nineteenth century (Barringer and Schlesinger 2004, 2–3; Fisher-Stitt 2011, 
24; Jowitt 2015, 214; Walsh 2011, 94). Its original function was to replace Charles Didelot’s 
flying machine—a technology that elevated ballerinas onto the tips of their toes by lifting 
them with wires before whisking them away, but that denied them autonomy over their 
movements. The pointe shoe, on the other hand, allowed ballerinas to rise onto the tips of 
their toes without the aid of wires, enabling control over their movements,5 thus becoming 
an “essential choreographic element” (Barringer and Schlesinger 2004, 3).

Jennifer Fisher (2014) outlines the development of the pointe shoe as follows: 

Marie Taglioni is usually credited with making pointe dancing artistic when 
she appeared in the title role in the first La Sylphide (1832) at the Paris Opera. 
The sylph was an ethereal creature whose satin footwear, as well as her wings, 
marked her as different from the mortal of the village. This sort of role helped 
the impressive trick of pointe dancing become entwined in ballet’s aesthetics, as 
well as advancing its technical progress. […] Eventually, nearly every woman on 
the ballet stage had to “rise to the occasion” and use the hard tip of a pointed 
foot either to emphasize points in the plot or just as a tool that made ballet more 
complex and interesting. (61–2)

Over time the pointe shoe has changed, as Norma Sue Fisher-Stitt suggests, “from being a 
means to an end to becoming an end in itself” (2011, 24). 

A history of men and pointe 
My exploration of pointe dancing and pointe shoes began with The Pointe Book: Shoes, 
Training and Technique by Janice Barringer and Sarah Schlesinger (2004) which succinctly 
covers various aspects of going on pointe. The authors’ brief history of pointe dancing is 
a linear narrative of ballerinas rising onto the toes of a soft ballet slipper to dancing in 
blocked shoes in the nineteenth century (1–7). Placing ballerinas at the forefront of a his-
tory of pointe can be seen as empowering for women dancers, as they were the pioneers of 
the contemporary pointe shoe. Fisher (2014) affirms this when she illuminates the role of 
the female dancer in the creation of the pointe shoe: “In the early part of the nineteenth 
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century, female dancers started stiffening ordinary dancing slippers by darning them (sew-
ing with thick thread) and inserting cardboard-like materials to achieve the feat of rising 
onto the tips of the toes” (61). However, Barringer and Schlesinger’s (2004) history of 
pointe dancing overlooks pointe training in the eighteenth century practiced by both 
women and men, the resurrection of the male dancer on pointe in drag in the late twen-
tieth century, and the occasional use of men on pointe as a prop for specific characters in 
traditional ballet. In excluding these narratives, the history of pointe that is constructed, 
presented and iterated by Barringer and Schlesinger (2004) frames pointe dancing as an 
exclusively feminine phenomenon due to the repeated iterations that place the ballerina 
on pointe centre stage.

Sandra Noll Hammond (1988) demonstrates that in the eighteenth century, before the 
advent of the pointe shoe, going up onto the tips of the toes was practiced by both men 
and women. Hammond (1988) explicitly states that “early pointe work [without pointe 
shoes] was not an exclusively feminine activity” and that “the earliest exponent of this 
phenomenon [was not] a ballerina of the nineteenth century” (27). Hammond goes on to 
show that the male dancer rising up on his toes was not only present in the eighteenth cen-
tury but also accepted. For example, Gennaro Magri, who wrote a text on theatrical dance 
technique, not only comments on M. Pitrot’s “technical brilliance,” but further reveals his 
awe and admiration by stating that “these feats of Pitrot ‘[…] appear to be super-natural’” 
(Hammond 1988, 29).

Beginning in the late twentieth century, companies of all-male dancers that donned 
pointe shoes and danced in drag were established, such as Les Ballets Trockadero de 
Monte Carlo (the Trocks). In performing on pointe in drag, these companies of male 
dancers questioned and poked fun at traditional ballet through satirical and subversive 
performances. On the other hand, there is no indication that this was the case for the male 
dancers on pointe in the eighteenth century. Despite their subversive style not being con-
sidered within the realm of traditional ballet, the Trocks are technically proficient dancers 
who use traditional ballet vocabulary in their performances. 

Men who don pointe shoes in traditional ballet typically serve the purpose of a prop 
for specific characters, especially those that provide humour. Fisher (2014) acknowledges, 

“Except for comic effect, men have almost never appeared on stage on pointe, wearing the 
specialized shoes with hardened tips made for the purpose” (60). For example, in balletic 
versions of A Midsummer Night’s Dream—sometimes called The Dream—the male dancer 
playing the donkey Bottom often wears pointe shoes to portray hooves.6 Further, in some 
adaptations of Cinderella, the ugly step-sisters are played by men in drag, who sometimes 
wear pointe shoes. In these instances, men are relegated to spaces that do not disturb 
the status quo because they either re-construct the pointe shoe as something different—
hooves—or parody femininity in the case of the ugly step-sisters.

It is outside of traditional ballet that a space for men to go on pointe opens up. 
Contemporary ballet, and contemporary dance in general, create other opportunities for 
men to go on pointe.7 One of my narrators,8 who danced for a contemporary dance com-
pany that was active from 1980 to 1996, recounted that he had to wear pointe shoes for 
the company’s version of Pinocchio.9 Recalling a particular scene during which Pinocchio’s 
wooden feet get burned off after falling asleep in front of a fire, he remembered how the 
pointe shoes were used to signify stumps. While this case still highlights how pointe shoes 
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can be used for comedic effect or can be re-constructed to add to the progression of the 
story, the same narrator described another experience, within the same company, in which 
the use of pointe work created a different effect. Naked, with loose long hair and facing the 
back, the narrator recalled another production where he crossed the stage on pointe while 
moving his arms in a gentle, light flapping-like motion—a movement that referenced the 

“swan arms” from the ballet Swan Lake. Yet, instead of poking fun at the ballet, this crossing, 
which was performed by a seemingly androgynous figure upstage, provided juxtaposition 
to a heteronormative duet happening downstage.10

Other contemporary (ballet) choreographers have also created roles for men on pointe, 
roles that are intended to be contemplative rather than comedic. Édouard Lock’s 2003 
dance film Amelia contains a scene halfway through in which a male dancer and a ballerina, 
both wearing makeup and dressed in suits, appear on the curved set and perform a duet 
on pointe. Marie-Agnès Gillot’s Sous Apparence, a contemporary ballet for the Paris Opera 
which was performed in 2012, “featured men dancing seriously on their toes” (Fisher 2014, 
60). As Gillot enlightens in an online interview with Roslyn Sulcas (2012), she “wanted 
to explore the idea of a man on point in a way that wasn’t parody,” and claims that “[t]he 
entire piece is an act of resistance” (Sulcas 2012). And Julia Gleich’s contemporary ballet 
Martha: The Searchers, which was performed in October 2017, contained a duet in which 
both the male dancer and ballerina performed and partnered each other on pointe. In an 
online article, Leigh Witchel (2017) states how Gleich’s “completely equal duet” demon-
strates a way to detach gender from partnering and ballet technique. Engaging a generous 
reading of Witchel’s comment, I see this duet as attempting to engage gender fluidity, or 
at the very least blur binary distinctions, by having both dancers perform similar chore-
ography on pointe. Witchel’s observation also suggests that Gleich’s decision to put a man 
on pointe provoked contemplation rather than humour.

What this brief history of men and pointe demonstrates is that there are spaces in 
which male dancers perform on pointe. More often than not, however, the characters that 
men on pointe portray are humorous. I argue that these roles reinforce ideas of the pointe 
shoe as a feminine object because they do not disrupt traditional ballet’s conventions, nor 
provide avenues for contemplation. While instances in which “men danc[e] seriously on 
their toes” do occur (Fisher 2014, 60), these scenarios are the exception to the norm. Yet, 
these instances demonstrate the possibilities of pointe work and reveal the different ways 
pointe work can be engaged when artists are committed to exploring the use of pointe 
technique and open to transgression.

The pointe shoe as a gendered technology 
The conventions of traditional ballet reinforce the gender binary. Fisher (2014) indicates 
that “in the ballet world, ideas about male-female difference […] tend to be conservative 
because dancers are being trained for a profession where that is the prevailing viewpoint” 
(75n17). Judith Butler ([1990] 1999) theorizes gender as performative—constructed as 
static and unchanging through the continuous iteration of its performance. In Butler’s 
([1990] 1999) words, “[G]ender [is] an enactment that performatively constitutes the 
appearance of its own interior fixity” (95). Similarly, Teresa de Lauretis (1987) argues 
that gender construction “is both the product and the process of its representation” (5) 
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and explains that the “experience of gender” involves “the meaning effects and self-repre-
sentations produced in the subject by the sociocultural practices, discourses, and institu-
tions devoted to the production of women and men” (19). Emphasizing the production of 
gender through diverse ways, de Lauretis proposes that gender “as representation and as 
self-representation, is the product of various social technologies, such as cinema, and of 
institutionalized discourses, epistemologies, and critical practices, as well as practices of 
daily life” (1987, 2). 

Extending de Lauretis’s (1987) thought in combination with Butler ([1990] 1999), I 
propose that the perpetual iteration of female dancers on pointe, as well as the repetition 
of historical narratives that place the ballerina on pointe centre stage, contributes to the 
gendering of pointe work and the pointe shoe as a feminine technology of gender, and 
as having always been such. It is through repeated pairing with ballerinas, through this 
performative process of re-presenting, that the pointe shoe has become gendered and, 
consequently, as Kristin Harris Walsh (2011) informs, that the ballerina has come to be 
seen as the feminine ideal (85, 94).

It is in the studio, a daily space of training, that dancers learn and practice how to 
perform their gender. In ballet, gendered segregation for particular training contributes 
to this process. As Walsh enlightens, “The technique that tends to be preferred in male 
ballet dancers […] focuses more on high leaps and grand turns rather than the quick foot-
work and multiple turns that are ideal for the female dancer on pointe” (2011, 89). This 
training is necessary for the feats that they will later perform on stage. As such, what is 
often missing or unacknowledged in the various accounts of ballerinas on pointe and their 
contribution to pointe dancing is the training they have undergone (Fisher 2014).

Ballerinas, whom the public sees on stage effortlessly performing on pointe, have 
trained in pointe work, which is in itself a transformative process that has occurred in a 
studio and in other spaces of practice and rehearsal. It is not that women’s bodies are any 
more conducive to being on pointe, it is just better accepted since the continuous iteration 
of the ballerina-on-pointe has become the norm over time. The gendering of pointe, then, 
is affirmed in the studio as well as in performances, with ballerinas on pointe continuously 
confirming that the pointe shoe is a feminine object.

An example of how the pointe shoe is gendered can be seen in the Royal Winnipeg 
Ballet’s (rwb) Going Home Star: Truth and Reconciliation, which I attended on February 
5, 2016. The ballet addresses the disruption that was caused by the residential schools 
in Canada, and revolves around the themes of indigeneity, colonization, spirituality, and 
religiosity. In this ballet, which used traditional ballet vocabulary to tell the story, all the 
women wore pointe shoes: Annie, the main character, a young First Nations woman living 
in “the big city,” the “upwardly mobile and chic urban women” of the present; Mother, an 
indigenous woman of the past; the female Star Children who were meant to be “guides 
and helpers”; the First Nations girl, Niska, trapped in a residential school; and, finally, the 
Divine Louis ladies, characters who represented European colonizers (Royal Winnipeg 
Ballet 2016, 12–15, 17).11

The pointe shoe, in this instance, was not utilized to portray any qualities that might be 
associated with pointe—fragility, power, ethereality, strength—nor to signal the particular 
position that pointe shoes hold in ballet. Walsh (2011) explains that ballet uses various 
types of shoes to create a hierarchy between characters: those who have more theatrical, 



Oreamuno | The Pointe Shoe

83

character roles wear character shoes which are often heeled; ballerinas portraying earthly 
women usually wear soft ballet slippers; and it is usually royalty or otherworldly beings 
that perform on pointe as a way to emphasize their high or ideal status, respectively (90, 
92). The rwb’s choice to put all of its female characters on pointe illuminates that its func-
tion was not as a signifier of socio-economic status, race, or otherwise. Furthermore, pre-
senting all the women in the same kind of nude-coloured pointe shoe demonstrates that 
there was no attempt to differentiate female dancers with respect to footwear, which was 
not the case for the men.12 In the end, the rwb’s production exemplifies how the pointe 
shoe has not only become an end in itself, but also an aesthetic norm. As Walsh states, “[I]
t is for a largely aesthetic reason that women are the ones who don the blocked toe and 
lace up the pink ribbons” (2011, 94).

If the pointe shoe is meant to be a technological device for practice and performance, 
then what is its purpose in Going Home Star? What becomes obvious in the use of the 
pointe shoe in the performance is that there is no purpose for it aside from reiterating the 
gender binary. The pointe shoe does not add anything to the story being told, nor to the 
development of the characters. As such, the rwb’s utilization of pointe reiterates that the 
pointe shoe is a technology of gender. And what this suggests is that the use of pointe in 
most traditional-style ballets has become a normative practice for women. That is, as an 
aesthetic norm, it is presented as part of the female body rather than as a technology that 
can provide a specific quality to the character, dance, or plot. It is imperative to add that I 
am not declaring that choreographers always put female dancers on pointe, but rather that 
when choreographers do choose to include pointe work in their pieces it is often women 
who end up performing on pointe and not men. The pointe shoe therefore becomes a tech-
nology of gender as it not only contributes to the construction and representation of bal-
lerinas, but also of male dancers through its dissociation. What goes unnoticed, however, is 
that this technology of gender is at the same time a technology for knowledge production.

The pointe shoe as a tool for knowledge production
In ballet, feet are mainly used to travel around the studio or stage, to elevate the body 
(through rises onto demi-pointe and pointe), and to propel the body into the air. Pointing 
the feet is the foremost foot articulation seen and expected in traditional ballet. Conversely, 
the hands are given more movement through the port de bras,13 and at times the freedom 
to articulate specific gestures through mime. In a sense, while the feet are made to support 
the feel of a character, the hands are given the possibility to feel the environment through 
touch, and portray feelings—such as love, hate, anger, longing, and more—through ges-
tures. Feet are taken for granted as expressive appendages, and producers of knowledge.

Understanding the pointe shoe as a piece of technology through which knowledge can 
be produced requires recognizing that knowledge can arise from the ground up (Ingold 
2004); that knowledge emerges between bodily interactions with technology and more 
(Clark and Chalmers 2016); and that pointe work is an embodied practice, generating 
knowledge that informs the self and life (Ness 1995).

Discussing the hierarchical relationship within which evolutionary theorists place 
the feet and hands, Tim Ingold (2004) reveals how the feet have been overlooked as 
producers of knowledge: while the hands are considered agents that can transform and 
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control the environment, and through which knowledge is acquired, the feet are seen 
solely as “stepping-machines” (317). According to these theorists, it was the hands and 
not the feet that allowed early humans to embark “upon the road of civilization” (Ingold 
2004, 317). Through this reasoning the status of the hands and fingers is elevated due to 
their perceived contribution to people’s “intellectual superiority” through “grasping and 
manipulation,” whereas the feet and toes are reduced to the roles of “support and locomo-
tion” (Ingold 2004, 317). Ingold (2004), therefore, argues for “a more literally grounded 
approach to perception” (330, original emphasis); recognizing that knowledge can arise 
from the ground up, through the feet, and through the technologies that we use to cover 
and constrict them, such as the pointe shoe.

Andy Clark and David Chalmers (2016) also maintain that “the human organism [can 
be] linked with an external entity in a two-way interaction, creating a coupled system that 
can be seen as a cognitive system in its own right” (8). In a video lecture for hdc: A History 
of Distributed Cognition, Andy Clark (2014) explains that the machinery that constitutes 
an individual mind can be distributed across the brain, body, and world. This proposal is 
part of a cognitive science perspective that extends cognition beyond the boundary of skin 
and skull and out into the world with which the individual interacts. Clark and Chalmers 
(2016) further remark that “[t]he brain (or brain and body) comprises a package of basic, 
portable, cognitive resources [… which] may incorporate bodily actions into cognitive 
processes” (10). In this view, the authors not only emphasize that knowledge emerges in 
systems that couple the body with technology and more, but that knowledge is acquired 
through (and distributed across) various activities and entanglements.

Moreover, Sally Ann Ness (1995) proposes that “the body may be a site for the pro-
duction of knowledge that is generalizable to all other domains of cultural life and action” 
(173n45). Ness (1995) acknowledges that a “body-based intimacy” can be acquired when 
learning to embody “new forms of movement” because it “exposes in a highly specific way 
some of one’s most personal judgments to others” (144), enabling empathy and under-
standing. Although Ness (1995) is referring to ethnographic relationships in cross-cul-
tural encounters, what she is suggesting is also relevant here since donning pointe shoes 
exposes the wearer to another way of knowing and relating. These kinds of embodied 
experiences not only inform the self, but also existence, because they are physically and 
conceptually transformative and extend into other aspects of one’s life.

As a piece of technology, the pointe shoe brings attention to the foot, and the knowl-
edge that can be acquired through this appendage. Whereas, as Ingold (2004) articulates, 
boots and shoes “[deprive] wearers of the possibility of thinking with their feet” (323) and 
impede “the development of the prehensile functions of the foot” because of their con-
striction (324), the pointe shoe provides and fosters kinesthetic awareness and physical 
pliability. The point shoe therefore is an intriguing device because even though it binds 
the feet in a tight encasing the feet are trained to be dexterous, requiring the toes to act as 
a unit through their separate strength in order to achieve the rise onto the block.

Pointe work essentially requires pre-pointe exercises in order to provide the feet with 
a prehensile function. Thinking back to my time learning to go on pointe, I remember 
that before putting on our pointe shoes and going up onto the tips of our toes, the ballet 
teacher would always have the class do pre-pointe exercises on flat feet. The purpose of 
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these exercises is to create feet that are as supple and dexterous as possible in order to 
be able to articulate through them when rising onto pointe. Further, pre-pointe exercises 
offer the feet particular sensations so that when they are constricted within the encasing 
of the pointe shoes the feet already have a feeling of what they need to do in order to rise 
onto the tips of the toes. Without this information the feet might not have a frame of refer-
ence, which could make it harder for a dancer to go on pointe.

While some feet—both from men and women—have become flexible and strong 
through their development and might be able to rise onto pointe without training, others 
require this type of practice and understanding before commencing pointe work. These 
exercises are engaged in order to obtain a more flexible foot that can articulate inside 
and through the pointe shoe. Additionally, the foot’s haptic involvement in the process of 
learning pointe work reverberates up through the body, aligning it, shaping it and creating 
sensation that is transformed into knowledge.

Pointe work, then, provides a form of embodied knowledge that might not necessar-
ily be present in other forms of dance precisely because of how extreme it is, and due to 
the footwear that is used. What this embodied knowledge could be might differ between 
individuals, however, I will relate what arose through my experience. What came to light 
throughout the process of going on pointe was understanding balance through extensions 
and counter-tensions. In other words, the knowledge that I embodied when engaging with 
pointe work was that of contradictions: of exaggeration while expressing a sense of equilib-
rium; of feeling pulled up by pushing down; of pulling the body in different directions in 
order to centre it; of training to be in control and autonomous when the end result might 
be to be controlled and manipulated by a partner.

Ness (1995) proposes that embodied knowledge through dance can be a way “of tran-
scending other identity categories” by providing a different perspective (67). Reflecting on 
the difference between watching Balinese dance and taking a lesson, Ness (1995) discloses: 

“The complexity of the technique was made much more accessible to me as a student. I 
gained enormous respect in that hour, and some concrete awareness of my own specific 
limitations” (69, emphasis added). Coming from a ballet background I knew that going on 
pointe would not be easy; however, the process was much more arduous than I had antici-
pated. I became aware of the physical and emotional challenges that I had to overcome in 
order to go on pointe, as well as my limitations. Importantly, working through the chal-
lenges provided me with a deeper sense of respect towards female and male dancers who 
go on pointe, a sentiment that was shared by my narrators, as well as other male dancers. 
In an interview with David Mead (2009), for example, Raffaele Morra and Joshua Grant 
from the Trocks mentioned how pointe work provided them with a better understanding 
of what a ballerina requires when being partnered.

Aside from these personal epiphanies, going on pointe also presented other under-
standings: a more profound sensorial experience of body alignment and turn out; a better 
grasp of weight placement and balance; and the physical strength required of the core, 
legs, ankles, metatarsals, and toes.14 Of course, these are general examples which contain 
their own set of intricacies. What I am trying to illuminate, however, is that pointe work 
offers the possibility to obtain particular information, presents other movement opportu-
nities, and creates awareness that is embodied and that can be tapped into and applied to 
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other aspects of dance and life. As Ness (1995) illuminates, “What one [needs] to learn to 
achieve performative adequacy and understanding [… reveals] very different aspects of 
self-awareness and lived experience” (139).

All of these scenarios illuminate the opportunities that arise by utilizing this technol-
ogy and indicate that the pointe shoe is a technological tool for knowledge production. 
Despite the fact that the pointe shoe has been propagated in ballet literature, at insti-
tutional settings, and particularly through performances as a feminine technology, this 
tool has cognitive implications that (in)forms dancers’ knowledge. As Hammond (1988) 
demonstrates, training in pointe work and performing on pointe in the late eighteenth 
century through to the early nineteenth century was originally done (by both men and 
women) without pointe shoes: a training that would have undoubtedly involved body-
mind knowledge production through the act of training. Therefore, thinking with Clark 
and Chalmers (2016), who contend that the link between biological organism and external 
resources manifests through what they call an extended self (18), I propose that the pairing 
between dancer and pointe shoe is an extended self. Through practice, the transformative 
process of their inter-engagement, pointe shoes become part of the dancer as dancer’s feet 
extend into the shoes. 

In the video lecture, Clark (2014) asserts that an extended person is built from “both 
biological and non-biological parts, some of the latter not even being attached to his [or 
her] biological body,” and suggests that destroying this person’s non-biological parts—tech-
nological devices, external aids, or other tools—could be construed as “a crime against 
the person, not merely a crime against [her or] his cyber-property.” From this point of 
view, I argue that socially restricting men from using pointe shoes, technological devices 
utilized for knowledge production, can be seen as an obstruction to male dancers’ bodily 
and intellectual development. Especially because the discussion above demonstrates that 
pointe shoes expand a dancer’s traditional vocabulary while simultaneously broadening 
their bodily knowledge.

It can be reasoned, then, that the pointe shoe is ultimately a technology for knowledge 
production, and that attempts to elevate the body and leave the ground have transformed 
our body as well as our cognition. In doing pointe lessons myself, I came to realize that 
information was being created by and passed on through my feet. While this knowledge 
from the feet was not an explicit topic of discussion in the oral history interviews I con-
ducted, it was certainly alluded to. For example, my narrators provided with various tips 
for going on pointe: being fitted for pointe shoes properly, learning how to articulate 
through the foot, pushing through the phalanges, concentrating on my ankles going out-
ward rather than focusing on the toes, feeling the sensation of being in first and fifth posi-
tion on pointe, and more.15

Acknowledging that the pointe shoe is a tool would permit a greater range for its util-
ity; and, more importantly, open up a space for transformative interaction, a process that 
shapes the dancer’s body and knowledge. Considering the pointe shoe as a technological 
tool for knowledge production would make it possible for the restrictions that men face, 
and the tension that men on pointe create in a traditional ballet setting, to dissipate. This 
perspective allows the pointe shoe to reside in various spaces, to detach from and attach to 
different bodies, and to fluidly cross borders and engage in complex relationships. There 
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is a lot of knowledge that can be gained by putting on pointe shoes, and this information, 
which is acquired through the feet, will not only affect the body but also spread into other 
aspects of dance training and extend into daily life.

Conclusion
The pointe shoe appears to have become gendered as feminine due to its continual uti-
lization by women’s bodies. Extending from Butler’s ([1990] 1999) concept of gender 
performativity and de Lauretis’s (1987) discussion on gender as the product of diverse 
technologies, I have demonstrated how the pointe shoe is a “technology of gender.” I 
have also illuminated that this gendered technology is simultaneously a technological tool 
through which knowledge can be produced and acquired. That men have been excluded 
from this type of training opportunity and, more generally, that pointe work is restricted 
by perceptions of gender norms is what should be questioned, because these acts have 
consequences. Not only do these actions inform and maintain the gender binary within 
traditional ballet, they also make manifest a masculinity that is dependent on men’s dis-
engagement with the pointe shoe. As such, it becomes difficult to detach the pointe shoe 
from ballerinas, and to attach it to male dancers.

Importantly, it is unknown whether men completely abandoned pointe work with 
the advent of the pointe shoe; a topic that requires further exploration into archives, oral 
histories, and biographies. Still, it is hard to believe that male dancers, who must have 
come in contact with the pointe shoe at one time or another, would not have been curi-
ous about its function. With this thought in mind, it seems more possible that men did 
not stop going on pointe, they only stopped disclosing that they did in order to conform 
to the norms of the time. As such, what remains are particular (balletic) frames that are 
persistently performed, and which restrict other forms of movement.

The reflection at the beginning of the paper demonstrates that it was the space 
between the two doors, the space framed by particular conceptualizations of gender, the 
studio space that a man on pointe could be (re)presented. It was in this room, a room for 
transformation, in which the presence of a man’s foot wrapped up in a shoe considered 
feminine could be seen, an image not depicted in either change-room picture (see figure 2 
above). De Lauretis highlights how “[t]hese two kinds of spaces […] coexist concurrently 
and in contradiction” (1987, 26); and in fact, the studio space enabled a counter practice 
to what is “normally” seen, and it was welcomed. Moreover, the studio space allowed me 
to conceptually understand the various tensions between the conceptual spaces of men 
and pointe: the counter-tension of borders and the extension of boundaries. The trans-
formation that occurred then was not only physical and material but also sensorial and 
intellectual.

In the end, no matter how or within which interactions knowledge arises, it should 
not be bound by gender norms. The pointe shoe, a technology of gender, must also be 
recognized as a technological tool for knowledge production, and therefore a resource 
that should be accessible to any body. Joann Kealiinohomoku’s (2001) acknowledgment 
of ballet as an ethnic dance form demonstrates well the interconnection between dance 
and culture, and how a change in times can bring about a change in ballet. Furthermore, 
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as Fisher (2014) remarks, “Performance traditions clearly reflect societal norms and con-
ventional gender expectations, yet they also contain within them the tools to challenge 
them” (60). For example, in March 2018 the English National Ballet (enb) took a step 
towards disrupting gender expectations by hiring Chase Johnsey—a male dancer who 
had performed with the Trocks—as a ballerina (Escoyne 2018, Sulcas 2018). Chase was 
given a short-term contract and performed in enb’s production of Sleeping Beauty as part 
of the female ensemble in a character role, which involved wearing heeled shoes (Escoyne 
2018, Sulcas 2018). Although he did not appear on pointe in the production, Chase was 
able to take company classes on pointe and got to don the shoes, as well as a tutu, for an 
understudy role (Escoyne 2018).

Pointe work within traditional ballet is often used in a way that propagates the gender 
binary and related gendered prejudices that limit male dancers’ opportunities to go on 
pointe. Instead, by refusing to bind (dance) knowledge to particular genders, traditional 
ballet could acknowledge, as Fisher (2014) states, “the tips of the toes […] as just another 
plane on which to perform” (73). Dance practice, ultimately, is a transformative process 
that shifts perceptions and extends cognition. So, let’s not limit men, or any body, from 
taking pointe.

Notes
1   Demi-pointe refers to a position in which a person goes onto the balls of their feet, and 

therefore still has their toes on the ground. The pointe shoe is an object that allows a person, 
most often a ballerina, to rise onto the tips of their toes. (Please see note 4 for information 
on ballerinas and male dancers.) This is achieved through the block, the part of the pointe 
shoe that covers the toes, and which contains a small platform that helps attain the elevation 
onto the toes. If demi-pointe is considered the halfway mark to maximum elevation without 
jumping off of the ground, going on pointe with pointe shoes is the highest a person can go 
while keeping their (wrapped) feet on the floor. Pointe work, then, is a ballet technique in 
which a person trains to go onto the tips of the toes both with an without pointe shoes, as 
well as when a person uses this ability in performance. As such, in this essay, I will use the 
phrases “pointe work,” “going on pointe,” “on pointe,” and “pointe dancing” interchangeably 
to signal when a person is utilizing this ballet technique.

2   Pointe shoes are a type of footwear worn by ballet dancers in order to go onto the tips of their 
toes (see figure 2), and perform pointe work, a kind of ballet technique (please see note 1 for 
information on pointe work). As Kristin Harris Walsh (2011) explains,

   Because pointe shoes are often handmade, each shoe differs slightly in terms of colour, 
moulding, construction, and surface detail. But the basic shape is uniform. […] The outer 
covering of the shoe is satin. The shoes fit snugly to the foot, but lengthen the look of the foot 
with the addition of a blocked toe on the end. This stiff cup is called the block or box, and the 
flat part of the shoe that the dancer stands on is the platform. Other important elements of 
the shoe construction are the vamp, which covers the top of the toes and the foot; the shank, 
the stiff sole that supports the insole; and the quarter, the soft material that covers the heel 
and sides of the foot. (87)

3   One of the project’s objectives was allowing each contributor to narrate his story through 
his personal experiences. As such, titling my investigation “Men on Pointe” felt unsuit-
able because I was the one creating that community, as well as binding the narrators to an 
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identification with which they might not associate. Consequently, I re-named my investiga-
tion “Men and Pointe” as an attempt to provide the narrators with the choice to identify as a 
man on pointe or not, to link or detach, and to allow for mobility between the spaces of “men” 
and “pointe.”

4   Ballerina is what a female ballet dancer is called in ballet, and it is actually the Italian title. 
The Italian counterpart for a male ballet dancer is ballerino, but this is not used in the bal-
let classes I have attended. The French terms for a female ballet dancer and a male ballet 
dancer are “danseuse” and “danseur,” respectively. Sometimes, ballerina and danseur—the 
Italian term for female ballet dancer, and the French term for male ballet dancer—are used 
together to talk about the two partners. To keep things simple, in this essay I will use the 
terms ballerina(s) and female dancer(s) interchangeably to speak about women who dance 
ballet. As for the men, I will only refer to them as male dancer(s) since danseur is close to 
the word dancer.

5   While ballerinas were free from the wires of Didelot’s machine, it could be argued that they 
nonetheless became controlled by the invisible strings of the choreographer. In other words, 
ballerinas were still dependent on an imposed choreography that dictated when they were 
to go on pointe.

6   To hear Bennet Gartside (first soloist for The Royal Ballet) speak about his role as Bottom 
please see the Royal Opera House, “Men on pointe? First Soloist Bennet Gartside shares his 
tips (The Royal Ballet),” June 8, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7cpAfkIVQmI. 
And to hear Ballet Mistress Megan Connelly instructing dancer Luke Marchant, from the 
Australian Ballet, on how to prepare for his role as Bottom please see The Australian Ballet, 

“Men en pointe,” March 31, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2m5qdnl3Igs. 
7   Contemporary ballet is a dance form that incorporates movement from traditional or classical 

ballet, as well as modern dance. While this art form still utilizes ballet vocabulary and con-
ventions, it also enables dancers to explore other kinds of movement and scenarios. Speaking 
about men on pointe, Fisher acknowledges that “a few contemporary ballet choreographers 
[…] have offered the most interesting the most interesting experiments yet” (2014, 60). And 
contemporary dance is a genre that is informed by various dance styles such as ballet, modern 
dance, jazz and improvisation, as well as non-western dance forms.

8   Narrator is the name given to oral history interviewees. It is the counterpart of “informant” 
or “interlocutor” in anthropology.

9   For ethical purposes I keep my narrators anonymous and do not insert direct quotes.
10   Upstage and downstage are the designators for spaces on stage. Upstage refers to the part of 

the stage that is furthest away from the audience, while downstage refers to the part of the 
stage that is closest to the audience.

11   For a trailer of this ballet please see the Royal Winnipeg Ballet, “Going Home Star - Truth 
and Reconciliation,” 2015, https://vimeo.com/135976249.

12   Depending on the character they were portraying, the male dancers wore nude, black, or 
white soft ballet slippers. The colour of the shoes also coincides with another hierarchy 
that I noticed. The nude slippers were meant to resemble feet and were thus worn by the 
Indigenous characters; whereas the black and white ballet slippers were worn as shoes by 
the European characters—the clergymen and Divine Louis lords, respectively.

13   A port de bras (French for “carriage of the arms”) is way of moving the arms from one posi-
tion to another while dancing ballet.

14   Please see video examples from note 6.
15   Ballet has different positions with regards to legs and arms. Here I will explain the position-

ing of the legs for first and fifth. In first position, the legs are beside each other with the feet 
pointing out to the sides to the full extent of a person’s turnout. Fifth position is similar to 
first but instead of keeping the legs tightly beside each other, one leg comes right in front of 
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the other and crosses it so that the toes of one foot are in line with the heel of the other. In a 
sense, fifth position is like keeping the feet inside a box, whereas first position is like keeping 
the feet on a line. With respect to being on pointe, the positions change slightly. First posi-
tion no longer maintains the legs tightly beside one another because when rising up onto the 
block the legs are pulled apart. And in fifth, the legs and feet are even closer together since 
it is the block of the pointe shoes that dictates the crossing of the legs. Therefore, while on 
flat feet the legs are sort of overcrossed in fifth, on pointe this is not the case.
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