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Seducing El Puente

Ediciones El Puente outlasted every private publishing enterprise in Cuba until 
Fidel Castro’s cultural restrictions crushed its young poets in 1964. The fi nal 
blow came from an unlikely source: a homosexual encounter between the 
teenage son of a Cuban poet and American Beat writer Allen Ginsberg, forever 
infl uencing both countercultures.

Oppositional Youth Sub-Culture

This research paper explores the phenomenon of oppositional youth sub-culture 
among the second generation of Mexican transmigrants in the United States, and 
specifi cally in the South Bend region. Perspectives from economics, the school, 
the street, and the criminal justice system are considered in an examination of the 
downward assimilation of youth sub-culture.

A Man Among Gods

This paper, which was also used as my senior thesis, examines and explains the 
fi ve acts of deifi cation that occurred during the rule of the emperor Hadrian.  
Each act of deifi cation revealed a growing tolerance of imperial autocratic power 
in the early Antonine period of Roman history. 

Redefining Death

With the advent of the medical ventilator in the twentieth century, the clas-
sic defi nition of death changed forever in the United States. An individual was 
dead when her brain was dead, even if her heart was still beating. “Redefi ning 
Death” uses physiology and a philosophical understanding of personhood to 
propose a new, higher-brain defi nition of death.
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Note from the Editors:
Th e Journal of Undergraduate Research is a peer-reviewed schol-

arly publication that collects, revises, and distributes outstanding 
academic research and writing produced by undergraduates in the 
College of Arts and Letters. Six years ago, the fi rst edition of the 
Journal represented the fi rst student-run attempt to provide an out-
let for excellent student work. Th en as now, we are dedicated to 
expanding the scope of undergraduate research beyond the limits of 
the classroom. We hope to promote further and ongoing achieve-
ment in research and writing, and to bolster the already vibrant pur-
suit of academic excellence here at the University of Notre Dame.

Today we are proud to stand alongside several other peer-re-
viewed scholarly publications. In keeping with our dedication to 
the variety and breadth of a liberal arts education, we look forward 
to seeking new ways to contribute to the cohesion of our growing 
academic environment. Just as we are committed to promoting a 
sentiment of scholarly collaboration, we are dedicated to our unique 
mission of representing the breadth of research completed across 
multiple fi elds. Now as always, we draw from every discipline within 
the College of Arts and Letters in order to refl ect the spirit of col-
lectivity that characterizes a liberal arts education.

Our nineteen-member editorial board, comprising students 
from a diverse selection of majors in the College of Arts and Letters, 
has reviewed over fi fty papers from nearly every department in the 
College. Th e four that are published here, and the two more that ap-
pear in the online edition of the Journal, particularly highlight the 
original and outstanding research that has been completed by Arts 
and Letters students in the past year. For the editors, the papers se-
lected epitomize the determined pursuit of knowledge that is at the 
core of a liberal arts education. We hope that you, our readers, will 
fi nd these papers as rigorous, engaging, and valuable as we do.



ROBYN GRANT is a junior pursuing a degree in History and Gen-
der Studies, with a concentration in twentieth century Latin Amer-
ica.  She wrote “Seducing El Puente” for her riveting history semi-
nar, Student Protests and Activism, under  Professor Jaime Pensado. 
After falling in love with Cuban politics as a senior in high school, 
she had been trying to fi nd a legitimate reason to spend more time 
reading Fidel Castro’s speeches when she stumbled upon the story 
of the young writers of El Puente. When she found Allen Ginsberg’s 
account of his time in Cuba, she realized she could write a paper 
about her two favorite things: the Cuban Revolution and Beat po-
ets. Luckily, Professor Pensado accomodated her slightly divergent 
topic, and this paper emerged. Among Robyn’s prospective plans 
after graduation are enrolling in culinary school, teaching women’s 
empowerment classes in Los Angeles, and, obviously, traveling le-
gally to Cuba.
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Seducing El Puente:
American Infl uence and the Literary 
Corruption of Castro’s Cuban Youth

ROBYN GRANT

On February 16, 1965, Allen Ginsberg, notorious poet of the 
American Beat Generation, had sex with Cuba. 

Ginsberg did not go to bed with an island but rather with a 
young writer, Manuel Ballagas, who idolized Ginsberg’s poetry and 
the freedom with which he expressed the individualism of his gen-
eration. Th is act represented the controversial bond between Allen 
Ginsberg’s literary collective, the American Beat Generation, and 
the group to which Ballagas’ father belonged, Ediciones El Puente.1 
Sparked by homosexual attraction and intellectual stimulation, their 
intercourse produced grave repercussions for both men and led to 
the termination not only of their sexual relationship but also of 
their literary one. It personifi ed the confl icting connection between 
American and Cuban political dissidence and the emergent repres-
sion of homosexuality in Cuba as “counter-revolutionary.” Gins-
berg’s physical seduction of the young writers of El Puente fused 
individualist activity with poetry of the same nature, launching what 
Castro saw as a dual-edged attack on socialism. Th e infl uence of the 
Beat Generation emboldened El Puente to test the boundaries of 
poetic license.

Th is American Beatnik generation, which defi ned itself as a 
group of “swinging, sex-free, footloose, nocturnal, uninhibited, non-
conformist geniuses of the human race” represented a preeminent 
threat to the Cuban Revolution in the early 1960s.2 Allen Ginsberg 
and other “Beats” personifi ed American counterculture, criticized 
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their country’s growing materialism and conformity during the Cold 
War, and gained popularity among young poets in Cuba.3 While 
the government of the United States planned assassination attempts 
and trained Cuban exiles, it unwittingly fueled a generation of Beat 
writers such as Lawrence Ferlinghetti, who claimed solidarity with 
the communist nation. Allen Ginsberg and the Beats’ interference 
barely rippled the political relations between the two countries but 
made waves in the literary scene, off ering individualism to young 

poets who admired their work. 
Th e private publisher Edi-

ciones El Puente was an outlet 
for Cubans as young as sev-
enteen to publish literature 
without a revolutionary pre-

condition and eventually became a willing participant in the cultural 
exchange. Th e relationship between El Puente and the Beat move-
ment exposed a current of young counterculture amidst militant 
revolutionaries in Cuba and revealed the disparity between the ro-
manticism of American sympathizers and the realism of the country 
they supported. Th e Beat poets gave signifi cance to the closing of El 
Puente in 1965 beyond the political exile of its founders. 

Literature in Revolution: A Brief Historiography
Historians have ignored the impact of American countercul-

ture on Cuban literature, overlooking the parallels between Beat 
writers and El Puente during the 1960s. Th e historiography of lit-
erature, especially in mid-century Latin America, revolves around 
the impact of political change. Scholars assume that party ideology 
governed cultural expression in the wake of the Cuban revolution, 
either through a revolutionary consciousness or the implementa-
tion of censorship. For example, most argue that in order to sustain 
the nation’s reformed ideals, the new Cuban government sought a 
departure from the cultural structures associated with the former 
dictatorship and embraced the “struggle for utopia,” emphasizing 

Th e infl uence of the Beat 
Generation emboldened El 
Puente to test the boundaries 
of poetic license.
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sacrifi ce for a common, revolutionary goal.4 Subsequent analyses 
of the institutionalization of Cuban culture continue to ignore the 
infl uences outside of militant restrictions.5 Scholars acknowledge 
socialism’s impact on literature but ignore the American liberal in-
fl uence, leaving a gaping hole in the understanding of young groups 
like Ediciones El Puente, who refused to pursue literary signifi cance 
within a revolutionary defi nition. Where did young, marginalized 
poets fi nd inspiration when not bound by the motivations of their 
fellow revolutionaries? 

Literary historians only recently began to explore the identity 
of Ediciones El Puente and its infl uences. Accounts written before 
Cuba’s Special Period6 emphasize the role of the young poets within 
the context of literary repression, before the government began to 
restructure its cultural organizations in response to the economic 
pressures of the early 1990s. Historians generally consider El Puente 
to be a product of government oppression or the naïveté of youth, 
usually a combination of both. In 1971, Cuban literary historian 
Lourdes Casal blamed El Puente’s demise on the “aesthetic, moral, 
and political sins” of those who “took the Revolution for granted.”7 
Years later, another scholar called El Puente a casualty of “the cam-
paign against homosexuals.”8 Th ey were commonly mentioned in 
reference to their critics, as one historian briefl y explored El Puente 
in the context of its militant literary peers who labeled it “erratic in 
the political sphere and defi cient in the literary sphere.”9 Th e Special 
Period brought relaxed cultural restrictions and a general evaluation 
of the success of socialist institutions, and historians began to exam-
ine El Puente more closely. Most recently, the Cuban literary journal 
La Gaceta de Cuba10 published a series of articles entitled “Revisit-
ing El Puente” in which it featured former members and critics who 
skimmed over the group’s termination in their recollections. In the 
introduction, fellow writer Roberto Zurbano mourned the fact that 
political restrictions barred El Puente from contributing to the “na-
tional literary history.”11 Historians have over-simplifi ed the signifi -
cance of El Puente in pursuit of a more streamlined understanding 
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of Cuban literary censorship. Unfortunately for Fidel Castro, the 
infl uence of “sex-free, footloose geniuses” from across the Atlantic 
complicates their narrative.

Until one of these “sex-free” Beats visited Havana in 1965, caus-
ing a stir that embarrassed the Cuban regime and forced them to 
take punitive measures against El Puente, the two groups existed 
separately and crafted their own identities through poetry. Both 
faced parallel criticisms of youth, inexperience, and even laziness 
that prevented them from being “constructive” citizens of their re-
spective countries. Th eir bohemian attitudes developed simultane-
ously in radically diff erent environments, but both would fi nd that 
even shared ideology could not bridge the political chasm between 
them called “Revolution.” Allen Ginsberg summarized the divide in 
a letter to Nicanor Parra, a Chilean poet, in 1965: “I certainly didn’t 
know what I was getting into consciously,” he said, “but I seem to 
have been reacting with antennae to a shit situation that everyone 
was being discreet about.”12 

Th e contrast between El Puente and the Beat generation surfaced 
in the literary and political environments of each group. Th e Unit-
ed States and Cuba, apart from their radically diff erent government 
regimes, established certain societal expectations for young people. 
Th e age of both the Beat generation and the writers of El Puente 
proved most signifi cant in their public reception both as intellectu-
als and as citizens of their respective countries. Not only did each 
group produce manuscripts of literary quality, their works refl ected 
the way they perceived their roles as youth in society. Th e nature of 
Cuba’s socialist government, committed to the preservation of revo-
lution, made it more diffi  cult for El Puente to achieve the same level 
of introspection or cultural doubt as the American Beat Generation. 
Th e methods, infl uences, and writings of the Beats had a profound 
eff ect on El Puente. Neither group acknowledged the revolutionary 
environment that would make it impossible for El Puente to survive 
in 1960s Cuba. 
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Constructing a Revolution: Cuba
Th e urgency of revolution emerged on January 1, 1959, when 

Fulgenico Batista stepped down from the ranks of Cuban leader-
ship and Fidel Castro, with popular support, rose to power. In a 
speech the next day, Castro bellowed, “Who might be the enemies 
of the Revolution now and in the future? We ourselves, the revolu-
tionaries.”13 In an attempt to galvanize the populace, he implied the 
existence of a national attitude, a “spirit of selfl essness” and “true 
willingness to make sacrifi ces” in the name of the Revolution. Castro 
sought to create a society unable to crumble from within by harness-
ing the collective energy present during his struggle for Cuban liber-
ation. Th e ensuing cultural structures, including institutions like the 
Committees for the Defense of the Revolution and the Schools for 
Revolutionary Instruction, exhibited an adherence to this notion of 
a “common struggle,” often at the price of individualism.14 In addi-
tion, Marxist revolutionary Che Guevara’s socialist rhetoric defi ned 
the role of the individual in a collectivist society. Th e combination of 
ideology and zeal created an atmosphere of loyalty unlike any other 
in the West and certainly contrary to the American culture emerging 
ninety miles away.

Fidel Castro recognized the importance of youth in his revolu-
tionary vision. In fact, he spent the years after 1959 bolstering the 
system that he claimed most impacted the preservation of ideology, 
namely, education. He developed a new structure for the country 
that relied upon the principle that a revolutionary citizen must be 
educated. Deeming 1961 “Th e Year of Education,” Castro sent more 
than fi ve thousand young people into the mountains in “literacy 
brigades” to teach Cuban peasants.15 He saw the population as a 
group of open minds, highly impressionable and waiting for his im-
plantation of revolutionary ideology. With youth came great respon-
sibility, as Castro called students to “be the standard bearers, the 
most vigorous champions of the revolution,” and advised, “When 
any person…turns up with counterrevolutionary propaganda, you 
must give him his answer.”16 Not only did Castro expect students to 



j o u r n a l  o f  u n d e r g r a d u a t e  r e s e a r c h

7

educate themselves and the surrounding countryside, he formed a 
special army of youth with an intensifi ed revolutionary agenda that 
included the brigadistas, or brigadiers, of the literacy campaign and 
other occupations. Th e interests of the revolution called for tangible 
action to mobilize the Cuban people, leaving little room for poetry 
or prose apathetic to revolutionary obligations. 

In support of Fidel Castro and in retaliation against emerging 
criticisms of socialism, Che Guevara created a model for individuals 
within the revolution. His essay, “Socialism and the New Man,” pro-
claimed the need for self-education and a break with past structures. 
He called the youth “the malleable clay from which the new person 
can be built with none of the old defects.”17 He outlined these defects 
and their eff ects in both education and artistic expression, claiming 
the goal of the individual should be “to see [himself ] refl ected in 
[his] work and to understand [his] full stature as a human being 
through the object created, through the work accomplished.”18 Th is 
explanation of “work” gave great signifi cance to the goals of artists 
and writers, especially the young and “malleable” such as the mem-
bers of Ediciones El Puente.

Young Cubans sought to escape a system, to embrace vanguard-
ismo, or avant-garde writing, regardless of their island’s political situ-
ation. At the birth of Ediciones El Puente in 1961, young people bore 
the responsibility of keeping revolutionary ideals alive. Th is involved 
supporting the economy through work in the sugarcane fi elds or at-
tending university to become a doctor or teacher, in order to staff  
the free health care and education institutions demanded by the so-
cialist society. Th ey were more than followers of a revolution: young 
Cubans trained to become New Men and Women. Castro defi ned 
their roles for them; the needs of the revolution, not their individual 
aspirations, defi ned their futures. Th e writers of El Puente bypassed 
the revolutionary agenda, seeking to express themselves through lit-
erature that did not speak in a Cuban nationalist tongue. 
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The American Dream: The United States
Th e American society from which the Beat Generation emerged 

diff ered from its Caribbean neighbor in political ideology but not in 
practice. Both countries experienced a surge in nationalism at mid-
century, though propelled by diff erent political shifts. Th e American 
government, bolstered by postwar conservativism and the fear asso-
ciated with an impending confl ict with the Soviet Union, rushed to 
indoctrinate its youth with the principles of capitalism and a produc-
tive society. “American liberal capitalism,” criticized historian How-
ard Zinn in 1978, “has a remarkable protective mechanism that thus 
far has saved it from its own extravagances.”19 Th is capitalism, he 
argued, manifests itself as “an obsession: to make almost anything, 
to do almost anything, to sell almost anything that makes a profi t.”20 
Youth interpreted this obsession as a drive to de-individualize man 
and re-emphasize his capability for material productivity. 

In regard to educational structure, the American post-graduate 
experience became one of material consumption. In Growing Up Ab-
surd, an account of his own countercultural youth, Paul Goodman 
criticized the conformist pressures of American vocational training. 
In the wake of a manufacturing and technical boom after World 
War II, he claimed: 

In factory jobs the workman is likely to be ignorant of what 
goes on, since he performs a small operation on a big ma-
chine that he does not understand…He has the same disbe-
lief in the enterprise as a whole, with a resulting attitude of 
profound indiff erence.21  

According to Goodman, American youth sought more fulfi lling 
work than educational and professional structures could provide. 
He blamed his generation’s disillusionment on the system’s “thriv-
ing on maximum profi ts and full employment without regard for 
utility, quality, rational productivity, personal freedom, independent 
enterprise, human scale…or genuine culture.”22 Th e promotion of 



j o u r n a l  o f  u n d e r g r a d u a t e  r e s e a r c h

9

materialism and the pursuit of profi t pervaded American society and 
were ingrained in the concept of the “American dream.” Historian 
Christopher Gair claims the Beat Generation “seemed largely unin-
terested” in the ability of political campaigns to solve the societal ills 
they encountered. Instead, they pursued “a discourse of protest that 
could counter the many voices championing the benefi ts of ‘Ameri-
can’ life.”23 In espousing the characteristics of “Beats,” young people 
embraced an individualism that, while cognizant of politics and in-
ternational movements, rejected materialism and primarily served 
their own introspection. 

Th ese young people, immersed in the notion of an oppressively 
conformist society, tried to defi ne their “condition.” First coined by 
Jack Kerouac, the term “beat,” as the New York Times commented 
in 1952, “implies the feeling of having been used, of being raw. It 
involves a sort of nakedness of mind, and, ultimately, of soul: [sic] 
a feeling of being reduced to the bedrock of consciousness.” Th e 
article further remarked, “[Th e Beats] distrust collectivity.” Th ey 
personifi ed a fear of a future as “cogs” in the American capitalist 
machine. Th e generation that produced Allen Ginsberg and other 
countercultural literary fi gures defi ned themselves as “lost,” echoing 
the disillusioned youth of the post-World War I period. Th e Beats 
used writing to escape what Goodman called “the unnatural sys-
tem.”24 New York Times journalist John Clellon Holmes called their 
existence “a search for faith. …What the hipster is looking for in his 
‘coolness’ (withdrawal) or ‘fl ipness’ (ecstasy) is…a feeling of some-
whereness, not just another diversion.”25 Beyond “diversions” of pro-
miscuity and drug use, many in this generation sought meaning in 
a political alternative: a socialist utopia. In 1959, Cuba became their 
model.

Countercultural Connections
Th e similar repressiveness in the political and social atmospheres 

that inspired the American Beat Generation and El Puente indicate 
a connection between the two groups, even before the emergence of 
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the American New Left.26 Th e political structure and methods used 
to ensure youth participation of each country mirror the other, even 
across ideological boundaries and ninety miles of ocean. Th e con-
nection to the American Beats, so infl uential in Western countercul-
ture and the incipient sixties revolutions, corroborates El Puente and 
its cadre of young intellectuals. 

Whether implicitly or explicitly, both countries oriented the 
structure of education toward nationalism. Th ough the United 
States’ Bill of Rights permits artistic freedom, the social restrictions 
of the conservative right staunchly opposed youth expression. Look-
ing back in 1968, historian Th eodore Roszak called post-war Ameri-
can society a “technocracy” that demanded “effi  ciency, social security, 
large-scale coordination of men and resources…even higher levels of 
affl  uence and even more impressive manifestations of human pow-
er.”27 From a more ideological than economic perspective, the Cuban 
government sought to control cultural expression directly and to a 
more extreme extent. In his “Words to Intellectuals” speech of 1961, 
Fidel Castro remarked, “Th e Revolutionary Government is creating 
the conditions so that the culture and the level of cultural training of 
the people will have been raised greatly.”28 Th ough Cuba’s restrictive 
structures derived from government demands, American capitalist 
pressures emanated from a market-based, materialistic society that 
the government supported, both socially and through legislation. 

As Cuba and the United States recognized that the preservation 
of their social and political structures relied upon the complacency 
and obedience of youth, they took similar measures to ensure their 
cooperation. Both Fidel Castro and American conservative political 
leaders relied upon the educational model to enforce their expecta-
tions for youth participation. According to University of Havana fac-
ulty member Andres Valdespino, Castro established cadres of youth 
militia within the Federation of University Students.29 He also estab-
lished the Union of Communist Youth and required that all students 
studying political science at the University subscribe to communist 
ideology in their party membership. Some members of El Puente 
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subscribed to Cuban education, including Nancy Morejón, a gradu-
ate of the University of Havana. By creating these pockets of revo-
lutionary ideology, Castro hoped to curb juvenile delinquency and 
establish socialist loyalty at an early age.30  

Th e United States also recognized the potential in interfering 
in higher education. Th e university provided an atmosphere of in-
tellectual exploration that encouraged men like Allen Ginsberg to 
expand their knowledge. Despite these intellectual expectations, Ivy 
League schools like Columbia University embraced a more conser-
vative method of education in 1943, when Ginsberg attended and 
was subsequently suspended. Besides imparting an interest in litera-
ture through courses such as “Great Books,” Columbia unwittingly 
exposed Ginsberg to an environment of homosexuality that, despite 
being discouraged by the university, was still present. Expectations 
for young, intelligent American men did not include sexual experi-
mentation. When the dean suspended Ginsberg in 1945, he cited 
the transgression as “giving overnight housing to a person who is 
not a member of the college and whose presence on campus is un-
welcome.”31 Jack Kerouac stayed in Ginsberg’s bed that night, and 
the university decided that this image did not represent the kind of 
principled man they aspired to create. Dean Ralph Furey protected 
the reputation of the college in 1945, just as Che Guevara alluded to 
homosexuality as a phenomenon of the “decadent” bourgeoisie that 
socialism rejected.32

Creating Controversy: The Beginning
In response to a perceived need for young artistic expression, 

writers in the United States and Cuba exerted their energy through 
literary collectives. Th ough the Beat generation chose to challenge 
social expectations through explicit criticism, the youth of El Puente 
chose an implicit method: they avoided revolutionary production. 
Th e origins of both groups demonstrate their similar methods of 
rebellion. 
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Ediciones El Puente
José Mario, a Cuban poet, founded Ediciones El Puente dur-

ing a period that cultural counselor Lisandro Otero called the “First 
Stage,” characterized by “bewilderment, development of nation-
al conscience, emotional and fervent patriotism, and…the united 
front of the intellectuals.”33 Th e novelty of the new Cuban govern-
ment permitted outside cultural infl uences, operating under Cas-
tro’s 1961 speech “Words to Intellectuals” that provided ambiguous 
guidelines for artistic expression.34 His vague statements, coupled 
with the revolutionary fervor that enveloped the nation, provided 
a space for creativity and a foundation for the establishment of the 
private publishing house in 1961. Mario wanted to create an edi-
torial for “all young people, all new people. [Th ey] wanted to fi nd 
new talents with quality work within the Cuban culture, that’s what 
most interested [them].” As for the name of the publishing house, 
he quipped, “What better thing than a bridge to allow many people 
to cross?” Mario intended El Puente to serve as an educational tool, a 
method of exposure for youth with limited fi nancial resources.35 

Initially, these motives seemed pure, in the sense that El Puente’s 
founders did not demand adherence to either revolutionary ideals 
or countercultural experimentation. “It was the fi rst disinterested 
editorial,” poet Nancy Morejón recalled of the group that facilitated 
her emergence on the Cuban literary scene,“[El Puente] wanted to 
publish my poems without second or third intentions.” Th e group 
claimed to function as an innocent space, an alternative to what 
Morejón called “the power of distribution and omnipresence” of 
more socialist-bent publications.36 

Ana María Simó, one of the founders of El Puente, marks 1962 
as the year the group developed a “literary conscience.” Th ey pub-
lished their fi rst anthology, Novísima Poesía Cubana I, with a pro-
logue that outlined the poets’ motives and methods. After describing 
the diff erent themes of each poet, Simó and co-founder Reinaldo 
Felipe closed with the affi  rmation that “the conscience of young po-
ets [aspires] to a poetry that refl ects man through what he has in 
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common with other men…a man that exists, imagines, and rea-
sons.”37 Th eir view of poetry not only alluded to the artistic methods 
of the previous era38 but embraced the same individualism that the 
Beats espoused.39

Young writers like Gerardo Fulleda León, now a noted play-
wright and theater director in Havana, developed their talents in a 
publishing house that encouraged them to explore literary greats of 
the period and develop their own styles of poetry and prose. León re-
called the authors he “devoured with satisfaction,” including Borges, 
Rimbaud, and Proust. “We discovered other treasures,” he recalled, 
“Not a day passed when [José Mario] didn’t try to dazzle us with an-
other rara avis [rare bird].”40 While Mario exposed the young writ-
ers to some of the most prominent literary intellectuals of his time, 
writers in the United States gathered to share ideas and fi nd an out-
let for their work.

City Lights Publishing
Lawrence Ferlinghetti entered the publishing industry much 

like his Cuban counterpart, José Mario. Like Mario, he saw a gap 
in the publication opportunities for lesser known young writers and 
in public accessibility to their work. In 1953, Ferlinghetti aspired to 
create a literary atmosphere by opening City Lights Books in San 
Francisco,41 to be inclusive in an “elitist” industry. He recalled, 

One of the original ideas for [City Lights Bookstore] was 
for it not to be an uptight place, but a center for the intel-
lectual community, to be non-affi  liated, not tied up with, 
not belonging to any offi  cial organization…We seemed to 
be responding to a deeply felt need.42 

Due to the success of the store’s paperback sales, Ferlinghetti 
possessed the necessary capital to publish. Like the young Cuban 
poets of El Puente, most did not have the fi nancial resources to pub-
lish their poems and stories. 
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In 1955, Ferlinghetti defi ned the trajectory of City Lights when 
he met Allen Ginsberg, who was already in pursuit of what the pub-
lisher called “the most signifi cant single long poem to be published 
in this country since World War II.” Th e result was Howl. When 
Ginsberg read Howl on an October night at San Francisco’s Six Gal-
lery to an audience that included Jack Kerouac, Ferlinghetti sent 
him a telegraph. “I greet you at the beginning of a great career,” it al-
legedly read, and continued, “When do I get manuscript of Howl?”43 
In the poem, published under City Lights in 1956, Ginsberg opened 
with the lines, “I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by 
madness, starving hysterical naked…” With these words, he identi-
fi ed a group of young people oppressed by a culture of consumption, 
those “who[m] he had seen fall victim to the apathy of modern so-
ciety,” in a form he called “elegy for the generation.”45 Th e publica-
tion of Howl only marked the beginning of the Beats’ reevaluation 
of American society, a process that included acknowledgement of 
racism and sexism, among other social ills. 

Finding Fault
In addition to sharing a distinctively youthful and avant-garde 

perception of their respective societies, the Beat Generation, as rep-
resented in the publications of City Lights, and the writers of El 
Puente elicited similar criticism. Both Cuban and American society, 
through fellow writers and representatives of the national media, 
denounced the lifestyle, methods, and message of each group and 
lamented the misdirection of a generation, fi nding fault in all the 
same places. 

Preserving a Revolution
In 1961, Castro delivered a speech to an audience of Cuba’s 

most prominent literary and intellectual fi gures in which he spoke 
the words, “Within the revolution, everything; against the revolu-
tion, nothing.”46 Th is phrase served as the oft-quoted justifi cation 
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for literary censorship. Castro also implied that writers are artists 
and should view their positions as cultural historians: 

You can be actors in the revolution, writing about it, express-
ing yourselves about it… You might produce magnifi cent 
artistic works from a technical point of view, but if you were 
to tell someone from the future generation, 100 years from 
now, that a writer, an intellectual, lived in the era of the revo-
lution and did not write about the revolution, and was not 
a part of the revolution, it would be diffi  cult for a person of 
the future to understand this.

Castro eff ectively removed his regime from the burden of liter-
ary criticism and placed it in the hands of other writers and artists, 
creating a collective to publicize the revolution. In the last lines of 
his “Palabras a los intelectuales,” he advised, “let us not hasten to 
judge our work…other judges far more severe should be feared: the 
judges of posterity, of the generations to come.”47 Th ese “judges of 
posterity” would not only remember the literary quality of Cuban 
literature but the revolutionary character of its creators.

One of the most vitriolic criticisms of El Puente’s came from 
Jesús Díaz, a member of the Cuban Communist Youth and editor 
of their newsletter, El Caíman Barbudo. In an interview that invited 
Cuban writers to “defi ne their generation,” Díaz blamed El Puente 
for misrepresenting his literary generation, calling them “hatched by 
the most dissolute and negative fraction of [his] actual generation” 
as well as “a political phenomenon and aesthetically wrong.”48 Ana 
María Simó responded to his accusations and explored his notion of 
“dissolution.” She claimed: 

It is dangerous to group under a single puritanical label an 
editorial process that spanned four years and included a 
group of people that radically disagreed with one another…
Dissolute is the individual who cares only for the pleasures 
[and believes them to be] the main aims of his existence. Its 
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synonyms are dissipated, licentious, vicious, and profl igate. 
Th ese ideas are akin to corruption, depravity, perversion, im-
morality, and sin…It is a qualifi er of moral order (in its most 
restrictive sense, it includes sexual morality). To characterize 
a group of writers with this word…is an intellectual act of 
betrayal.49  

Th eir ideological confl ict demonstrated the importance of a 
revolutionary lifestyle, even if Simó alleged that subjective criticism 
such as Díaz’s did not belong in the pages of a literary journal. So-
cialist ideologues like Díaz insisted upon adherence to revolutionary 
doctrine. Fidel Castro and Cuban offi  cials rarely confronted indi-
vidual writers and literary groups like El Puente, but their principles 
trickled down through state-sponsored organizations and into jour-
nals such as La Gaceta de Cuba. 

In addition to accusing El Puente of an immoral and counter-
revolutionary lifestyle, critics attacked the style and themes of the 
group’s poetry. Critics denounced both their refusal to unify under 
a common motif and the aesthetic nature of their poetry, most of 
which avoided the revolutionary scenes that populated Cuban lit-
erature in the early 1960s. Th ese critiques came from members of 
the literary community who cited the words of Fidel Castro and Che 
Guevara to support their censorship.   

Che Guevara also addressed the purpose of artistic expression in 
“Socialism and the New Man.” Claiming, “no great artists have great 
revolutionary authority,” he said:

What is sought then is simplifi cation, something everyone 
can understand, something functionaries understand. True 
artistic experimentation ends, and the problem of general 
culture is reduced to assimilating the socialist present and 
the dead (therefore, not dangerous) past.50
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He denounced decadence in art as “the stench of a corpse” and advo-
cated the creation of “a human being of the 21st century” who avoids 
moral perversion and “animal needs.”51 

El Caíman Barbudo, the journal published by the Cuban Com-
munist Youth, accepted its responsibility to expose El Puente as a 
detriment to the revolutionary cause and chose the group’s literary 
style as its primary victim. In “Nos Pronunciamos,” its writers aban-
doned the aesthetic, avant-garde tones of El Puente and claimed, 
according to Linda Howe, that “bad” or aesthetic poetry “alienates 
a man from his circumstances.” Th e writers stated, “[P]oetry should 
be a terrible testimony of happiness, sadness, and hope for Cuba’s 
permanency in the world; otherwise, there is nothing.” All Cubans 
could access the poetry that Díaz extolled. It served a purpose: to 
chronicle the realization of their utopia. Any attempts to complicate 
this goal only obscured the revolution and promoted “decadence” 
and “populism.”52 Victor Casaus, another writer associated with El 
Caíman Barbudo, claimed that El Puente was “seen as being affl  icted 
by individualism and liberalism, two unforgivable sins for a true 
revolutionary.”53 El Puente’s publications were too self-interested, too 
diverse, to be considered benefi cial to the revolution.

For example, Nancy Morejón’s language in Amor, ciudad atribui-
da, published in 1964, explored the techniques of synesthesia, or the 
amalgamation of diff erent senses in a single description. Th e words 
“el olor a sorda casona” refer to the scent of deafness, a complicated 
literary sensation discouraged by the politically driven poets of the 
generation. Th e style and vocabulary of their poetry spoke loud-
er volumes than the innocent messages they attempted to convey: 
Morejón captured urban chaos, not a counterrevolution, and her 
critics interpreted this exploration as an attempt to escape.54  

El Puente’s fi rst and only anthology, Novísima Poesía I, described 
the diverse themes that governed each poet who contributed in 1962. 
Reinaldo Felipe and Ana María Simó called some poetry “fi rmly an-
ti-heroic” while others had “an undeniable debt to Surrealism.” All 
employed some degree of imagery through aesthetic poetic devices.55 
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Th e poets demonstrated introspection and an impassioned curios-
ity about their own identities, both as Cubans and as young people 
maturing in a revolution. Miguel Barnet emphasized Afro-Cuban 
religious symbols in his early verses. In “Poema 1,” a selection from 
the 1963 publication of La piedra fi na y el pavorreal, he writes,

Las luces son blancas en La Habana de noche el ma-
lecón es propicio al amor y junto a Yemayá un barco 
se hunde lentamente ante mis ojos:

Th e lights are white in Havana at night
Th e boardwalk is conducive to love
And next to Yemayá
A ship is slowly sinking in my eyes57 

Barnet refers to Yemayá, the goddess the sea and fertility in Afro-
Cuban religion in this vivid description of the sensual Cuban night-
life. According to Linda Howe, “Since offi  cials sought to obliterate 
religious practices in order to forge Cuban society into a more mod-
ern socialist nation, Barnet…may have seemed frivolous and even 
suspect.”58 By encouraging Barnet’s original contribution to “the lit-
erary tradition almost inexistent in Cuba” and publishing his Afri-
can-inspired poetry, the editors of El Puente embraced controversy 
and transcended the revolutionary themes that the Cuban literary 
world agreed upon after 1959. Critics feared the unknown and inde-
cipherable in poetry, especially that produced by young people with 
the potential to challenge their socialist system.59 

An Alternative “American Dream”
Th e Beat Generation endured the most public criticism for their 

activities outside their work on paper, though these experiences did 
translate into the poetry and prose that impacted American litera-
ture. Lawrence Lipton, the man who chronicled his experience as a 
Beat and called his companions “swinging, sex-free geniuses,” related 
tales of “heroin and booze and sex” in his book Th e Holy Barbarians 
in 1959.60 In an attempt to defi ne the “juvenile delinquent,” Lipton 
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made a statement that addressed the primary criticism of his genera-
tion. “Th e violence of the delinquent is usually directed against older 
people,” Lipton claimed. “Th e beatnik would not commit such acts 
of violence. He would write a poem about it.”61 Newspaper reporters 
attempted to characterize the generation and raise suspicions about 
the direction of youth culture. In a New York Times review of Lip-
ton’s book, Harry T. Moore wrote, “How seriously can we take the 
work of the minority of hipsters who are attempting to produce 
something creative?” He blamed their spontaneous approach to po-
etry on their propensity for drug use and sexual promiscuity.

Th e Beats’ refusal to be “productive” members of a capitalist so-
ciety showed in their poetic styles. Moore claimed the Beats’ “spon-
taneity” in verse “doesn’t necessarily bring it alive in contrast with 
that of other poets. Th e voice of true poetry can be conveyed in 
print,” he said, criticizing their penchant for the vocal word, “even 
the best poems of these hipsters are no more than watered-down 
1912 Pound.”62 Th ese writers changed the way the public received 
their poems. Instead of writing traditionally, as an occupation or 
with an aesthetic or political purpose, poems became cathartic ex-
pressions of the writer’s perspective. For example, Allen Ginsberg 
often experimented with drugs as he composed his poems. His fi rst 
publication of Howl was not a written but an oral one: at the reading 
in San Francisco, he drunkenly took the stage to read his “wildest 
work.”62 

Literary critics struggled to relate not only to the staccato nature 
of Beat poetry but to its controversial themes as well. Beat writers 
questioned the “American dream” that citizens had fought to attain 
during the Great Depression and the Second World War, and had 
achieved in the early 1950s. Th e public saw the Beats’ criticism of 
American wealth and consumption as nihilism and cynicism, char-
acteristics that festered among youth and paralyzed their productive 
capabilities. According to Jack Kerouac, critics misunderstood the 
Beats’ message. “Th e Beat generation believes there will be some jus-
tifi cation for all the horror of life,” he claimed in 1958. “I prophesy,” 
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he said, “that the Beat Generation which is supposed to be nutty ni-
hilism in the guise of new hipness, is going to be the most sensitive 
generation in the history of America.”63 

Both El Puente and the Beat Generation expressed an individu-
alistic hope that perturbed their critics, most of whom were of a 
previous generation with diff erent experiences. If American, they 
witnessed a global depression and war that that infl uenced their per-
spective, while aging Cubans fought for a revolution they were re-
luctant to dilute. Shared struggles against the traditional perceptions 
of youth and poetry converged after the birth of the Cuban Revolu-
tion, when the Beats sought international experiences and looked 
beyond American borders for examples of the values they embraced, 
many of which were socialist. Th ese points of convergence infl u-
enced both groups and ultimately led to the closure of El Puente in 
1965 and the reevaluation of the American cultural intervention in 
revolutionary Cuba. As Ginsberg and other Beats realized the re-
strictions of Cuban socialism and as Fidel Castro witnessed the so-
cial deviance of the young American writers who visited the island, 
the connections between the Beats and Cuba began to deteriorate 
into disillusionment.

A Mutual Attraction
Th e Beat Generation watched the island of Cuba throw off  the 

chains of Batista and embrace revolution in 1959, even before the 
young poets of El Puente picked up their pens in written expression. 
Shortly after the United States adopted an oppositional policy in re-
gard to Cuba, writers associated with the Beat Generation and the po-
litical left published accounts of the Cuban situation that infl uenced 
American literature. Th e fi rst, C. Wright Mills’ Listen, Yankee, took 
the form of letters from a revolutionary to an ignorant American. 
He claimed to provide “something of their optimism, their exhaus-
tion, their confusion, their anger, their ranting, their worries, and…
the reasonable tone which does pervade the revolutionary argument 
when it is discussed seriously and in private.”64 Another, published 
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in 1963 called Cuba: Tragedy in Our Hemisphere, exposed the United 
States’ interference in Cuban independence and its long history of 
imperialism. “Th e Cuban crisis,” the authors stated, “epitomizes the 
failure and dangers of much of our foreign policy.”65 Th ese works 
lent weight to the suspicions of the Beat Generation: that socialism 
could provide an alternative to the oppression of American society. 

Organizations developed in the United States to support the 
claims of these authors. Fair Play Cuba, to which Lawrence Fer-
linghetti claimed membership, “distributed literature, made avail-
able motion pictures and speakers and hold rallies,” as well as 
“sponsored all-expense ten-day tours of Cuba,” according to the 
New York Times.66 Many members faced federal inquiry in regard 
to their participation in the group in 1960 when the Senate Inter-
nal Security summoned them for testimony. When probed about 
their involvement with the group, members refused to respond.67 
Th e perception of the revolution in the United States, even among 
Cuban sympathizers, demonstrated a disconnect between the events 
in Cuba and the extent of American solidarity. Even the New York 
chapter of Fair Play for Cuba or an all-expense-paid tour could not 
adequately bridge the contrasting experiences of American and Cu-
ban citizens. 

Literary visitors to Cuba experienced the disconnect in a diff er-
ent way, hailing Cuban society as an artistic utopia. When Lawrence 
Ferlinghetti traveled to the Caribbean in 1960, he wrote a poem 
on Fidel Castro to be read at a Fair Play for Cuba rally. Drawing a 
connection between Castro and Abraham Lincoln as “one of your 
boyhood heroes,” he expressed his opposition to his country’s plans 
to assassinate the leader. Claiming to be “struck by the freedom and 
cohesiveness of the Cuban people,” Ferlinghetti romanticized the 
revolution. 68 

Meanwhile, in 1961, the writers of El Puente acknowledged the 
American presence and the support of its counterculture. One of 
the group’s fi rst publications was Ferlinghetti’s “Tentative Descrip-
tion of a Dinner Given to Promote the Impeachment of President 
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Eisenhower,” fi rst penned in 1958. Ana María Simó characterized El 
Puente as “romantic and vaguely populist” when they published the 
Beat’s work.69 El Puente also supported the Beats’ denunciation of 
the American role in Vietnam by publishing Ginsberg’s Howl. Th e 
group gained government support in their embrace of anti-imperi-
alism, but they trapped themselves between a desire to identify with 
burgeoning American creativity, as manifested in the Beat Genera-
tion, and maintaining political separation between the island and 
American hegemony. Gerardo Fulleda León recalled the stigma as-
sociated with their embrace of American culture:

We were so sinful and dissolute that hell would be little for 
us, we love hoarse shouting, we read certain authors, we lis-
tened to all the Beatles we could get, we sang songs of “feel-
ing” and we wore extravagant clothing.70

Th e Cuban government looked warily upon the young poets 
who exhibited the characteristics of American counterculture de-
spite their political sympathies. Offi  cials even discouraged the per-
formance of Th ornton Wilder’s Our Town, calling it “reactionary.”71 

Th e open homosexuality of José Mario and Ana María Simó also 
strengthened the case against El Puente. However, it was not until 
the group had aligned with the Union for Cuban Writers and Artists 
(UNEAC) and became involved in its poetry competition in 1965 
did the youth of El Puente truly encounter an American poet who 
would forever change the course of their association.72

In January of 1965, Hayden Santamaría, director of Casa de 
Las Americas,73 invited Allen Ginsberg to judge a literary contest. 
According to his biography, Ginsberg “at last…would be able to 
see a socialist society fi rsthand, and was looking forward to it with 
enthusiastic optimism.” Upon arrival in Havana, three members of 
El Puente “bumped into” Ginsberg at a nightclub, including José 
Mario and Manuel Ballagas. Over drinks, the young Cuban men 
shared stories of “the government’s crackdown on homosexuals and 
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the random arrests of ‘beat’ types on the streets.” Th e men’s tales of 
repression surprised Ginsberg, but “he left them with an open mind, 
thinking that maybe he had managed to fi nd the only disgruntled 
Cubans around.” After that night, Mario and Ballagas continued 
to meet with Ginsberg in secret, informing him of the persecution 
they faced and connecting with him over their shared sexuality.74He 
began to grow disillusioned with the regime but still explored the 
island with other writers and continued his conversations with the 
young poets, who told him of “the young writers and poets who 
comprised El Puente.”75 

In addition to his clandestine meetings with El Puente, Gins-
berg scandalized his Cuban hosts in other ways. He recalled “laying 
in bed masturbating to sexual fantasies about Fidel Castro and the 
dashing young Che Guevara,” according to his biographer. Ginsberg 
also discussed the legalization of marijuana and openly mentioned 
his own homosexuality until “his hosts began to cancel his university 
lectures…It was obvious that they couldn’t aff ord to let [him] make 
any more public statements.”76

Ginsberg entered a dangerous situation when he had sex with 
Ballagas in Mario’s apartment in mid-February, unwilling to restrain 
his sexual desire any longer. In a letter to Nicanor Parra, a Chilean 
poet and friend, he described what happened next:

I woke up with knock on my door and 3 miliciano77 entered 
and scared me…Told me pack my bags the immigration 
chief wanted to talk to me, and wouldn’t let me make phone 
call…told me they were putting me on fi rst plane out. 

When he inquired about the reason for his deportation, offi  cials re-
plied, “‘Breaking the laws of Cuba.’ ‘But which laws?’ ‘You’ll have to 
ask yourself that,’ he answered. Offi  cials rushed Ginsberg off  the is-
land, only explaining, “We have to do things fast in a revolution.”78In 
later contact with Manuel Ballagas, Ginsberg reported, “Castro 
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at university has spoken badly of El Puente and now El Puente is dis-
solved and [Manuel] is depressed.”79

Conclusion
Ginsberg’s visit to Havana had repercussions in the United States 

and Cuba while impacting both El Puente and the Beat Generation. 
It instigated a sense of disillusionment that pervaded Cuban culture 
and drove a wedge between the socialist government and its Ameri-
can sympathizers, whose literature and countercultural tendencies 
were deemed to have corrupted Cuban youth. After the censure of 
El Puente, the government committed José Mario to a UMAP labor 
camp (Military Units to Aid Production), established to eliminate 
currents of Cuban counterculture, evident in homosexuality and 
other symptoms of “bourgeois” society. Th e Cuban press covered the 
scandal by claiming that Castro had expelled Ginsberg “for smoking 
pot…[that he] brought into the country from the decadent United 
States.”80 

Back in the United States, Allen Ginsberg and other Beat poets 
realized the faults of the Cuban socialist utopia. Ginsberg remarked 
on the country’s “communist brainwashing,” calling it “puritan, con-
formist, and pervasive.”81 He recognized that “since the revolution 
had to succeed at any cost, most Cubans were willing to go along 
with less freedom,” though for him, “curtailing freedom of speech 
was too great a price to pay for the revolutionary state.”82 In a later 
interview he backtracked, claiming, 

I just gave [the Cuban government] the benefi t of the doubt, 
understanding that I was like a pawn. It was a fi ght between 
the liberal groups and the military bureaucracy groups…
though I don’t think Castro was very tactful on the question 
of homosexuality. Th ere was an excessively macho thought-
lessness on his part, and insensitivity.83

El Puente disappeared from the history of Cuban literature, and 
Allen Ginsberg’s visit to Havana only gained notoriety when José 
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Mario published his testimony in 1968 by a Spanish language jour-
nal from Paris called Mundo Nuevo. All that remains of the intersec-
tion of the American Beat Generation and Ediciones El Puente is the 
ghost of young optimism, the experimentation that worried Ameri-
cans and Cubans alike. Th e parallel journeys of the two groups add 
a new dimension to the historiography of the Cuban Revolution 
and the global impact of American counterculture. Th ough their at-
tempt to forge a tangible relationship fell prey to Cuban censorship, 
the Beats profoundly impacted not only Cuban cultural restriction 
but also the existence, however short-lived, of one of the fi rst orga-
nizations to question the role of poetry in a revolution.  
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Oppositional Youth Sub-Culture and 
the Second Generation of Mexican 
Transmigrants: Applications to the 

South Bend Area
CAROLINE HAWES

Introduction
Juan and I had met three or four times for our weekly mentor 

session at South Bend Juvenile Correctional Facility before the quiet, 
respectful juvenile off ender opened up to me and shared the circum-
stances surrounding his current incarceration. Carrying a metal bar 
and a knife, Juan approached a particular member of a rival gang. A 
one-on-one confrontation ensued, followed by a brutal fi stfi ght. Th e 
rival gang member soon fell to the concrete sidewalk and Juan began 
to hit him repeatedly with the metal bar. After a few minutes, the 
rival gang member ceased moving; his body lay fl accid. Juan walked 
away, assuming that he was dead. However, the rival gang member 
did not die; he was picked up and taken to the emergency room 
where he identifi ed his assailant, Juan, to the South Bend Police 
Department. A warrant was issued for Juan’s arrest and several days 
later he was pulled over by the police for speeding and identifi ed as 
the suspect. Several grams of marijuana were also found upon the 
search of his vehicle.1 

I was shocked after hearing Juan’s account. I could not possi-
bly imagine how or why this seemingly aff able juvenile off ender sit-
ting next to me could have committed such a brutal crime. He had 
acted with the intent to kill, and I would postulate that this was 
not the fi rst time. Interestingly, understanding Juan’s story requires 

Personal interviews conducted with four juvenile offenders at South Bend 
Juvenile Correctional Facility and informal conversations with two employees 
at South Bend Juvenile Correctional Facility. Details are confi dential. 
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an appreciation of his individuality in conjunction with the struc-
tural factors of economics and environment. Like Juan, the second 
generation of Mexican transmigrants is at a distinct risk of creative 
proliferation and downward assimilation into an oppositional youth 
sub-culture. Relation and tension between structural violence and 
individual agency construct and determine an oppositional youth 
sub-culture, which resists education and perpetuates poverty. One 
must consider economics, the school, the streets, and the criminal 
justice system for a full critical view of the description, interpreta-
tion, and understanding of this sub-culture. 

Inspired by my experiences at South Bend Juvenile Correctional 
Facility (SBJCF), I will attempt to describe, interpret, and understand 
oppositional youth sub-culture among male Mexican transmigrants 
in the second generation and beyond.2 Th e term “transmigrant” can 
be used more or less interchangeably with immigrant, but it draws 
attention to the transnational nature of contemporary immigration 
in which “persons, although they move across international borders 
and settle and establish social relations in a new state, maintain so-
cial connections within the polity from which they originated.”3  Im-
migrants today – henceforth termed transmigrants – live their lives 
across international borders in the sense that the political, economic, 
social, and cultural processes that shape their lives are not confi ned 
to any particular state or national identity.4

In particular, throughout my research with Mexican transmi-
grants in the second, third, fourth generations and beyond, I delve 
into the challenge of articulating the association of structural vio-
lence and individual agency. Th ree research questions guided my in-
quiry: (1) What form of oppositional youth sub-culture exists in the 
Mexican transmigrant community among members of the second 
generation? (2) Why and how do sub-cultures develop and what 
needs are met by participation in this phenomenon? (3) What is 
the role of gangs and violence in oppositional youth sub-culture? 
I explored these topics through extensive secondary research, for-
mal interviews with Rita Kopczynski of Saint Adalbert’s Catholic 
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Church and Professor Jaime Pensado of Notre Dame; four second-
generation Mexican transmigrants currently detained at SBJCF, two 
of whom were from Elkhart and two from South Bend, and SBJCF 
coordinator Tony Cunningham; and a series of informal conversa-
tions with two additional security guard employees of SBJCF.

Oppositional youth sub-culture is by no means a recent emer-
gence of deliberate resistance to the mainstream, nor is it a cultural 
experience unique to the second generation and beyond of Mexican 
transmigrants in the United States. It is, however, important to focus 
on this subpopulation since their impact on the fate of the United 
States has increased signifi cantly and will continue to do so. Accord-
ing to research conducted by the Pew Hispanic Center, there are cur-
rently 29,189,000 Mexicans residing in the United States, of which 
39.9% are foreign born. Th is means that 17,542,589 Mexicans re-
siding in the United States are native born; that is, they are members 
of the second generation and beyond.5 In South Bend specifi cally, 
there are approximately 11,324 Latino residents, of which 40% are 
foreign born.6  Th is means that 6,794 of South Bend’s Latino resi-
dents are members of the second generation and beyond. 

Overall, demographic studies supported by the Pew Hispanic 
Trust, a member organization of the Pew Charitable Trusts, predict 
that by the middle of the 21st century Latino immigrants and their 
children and grandchildren will account for more than one third of 
working-age adults in the United States. Latinos (of which Mexicans 
constitute nearly 65%) are the “majority minority” in the United 
States, currently accounting for 15.8% of the total population.7  Re-
search pertaining to this increasingly numerous demographic group 
can be used to shape eff ective public policy and community organi-
zation, resulting in a more peaceful and prosperous incorporation of 
Latino transmigrants. Oppositional youth sub-culture is perhaps the 
antithesis of peace and prosperity. Increased comprehension through 
research may be the groundwork needed to aff ect change. 
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Theory and Defi nitions
What do I mean by the phrase “oppositional, resistive youth 

sub-culture?” Th e anthropological theory is that of cultural produc-
tion. In the words of Paul Willis: 

Cultural production is the process of the collective creative 
use of discourses, meanings, materials, practices, and group 
processes to explore, understand, and creatively occupy par-
ticular positions, relations, and sets of material possibilities. 
For oppressed groups this is likely to include oppositional 
forms.8

Th e production of a sub-culture is, in its essence, the process of 
making meaning and the creative action of social agents in disrupt-
ing or diff erentiating mainstream ideology and structure. Willis’ eth-
nography of working class “lads” during the 1970s in England and 
their production of an oppositional, counter-school culture is the 
foundational literature on this subject. His main argument is that 
there is an element of self-damnation in the acceptance of subordi-
nate roles in Western capitalism that is experienced as “true learn-
ing, affi  rmation, appropriation, and as a form of resistance.”9  Th e 
young men are in fact exercising agency by choosing to fail. In doing 
so, they produce a culture that in turn reproduces their class posi-
tion in society. 

Since the 1970s, the work of Paul Willis has been built upon, up-
dated, contested, and applied to a wide range of cultures and circum-

stances. Philippe Bourgois, 
for example, spent several 
years during the 1990s living 
in “El Barrio” of East Har-
lem, a predominantly Puer-

to Rican community. He explored the informal economy of this 
impoverished inner-city neighborhood, a complex, thriving drug

Th e young men are
in fact exercising agency

by choosing to fail. 



Oppos i t iona l  Youth  Sub-Cul ture  and  the 
Second  Genera t ion  o f  Mexican  Transmigrant s :

36

manufacture, sale, and distribution enterprise. His description of 
street culture is worth noting:

Th e anguish of growing up poor in the richest city in the 
world is compounded by the cultural assault that El Barrio 
youths often face when they venture out of their neighbor-
hood. Th is has spawned what I call “inner-city street culture:” 
a complex and confl ictual web of beliefs, symbols, modes of 
interaction, values, and ideologies that have emerged in op-
position to exclusion from mainstream society. Street culture 
off ers an alternative forum for autonomous personal dignity. 
In the particular case of the United States, the concentra-
tion of socially marginalized populations into politically and 
ecologically isolated inner-city enclaves has fomented an es-
pecially explosive cultural creativity that is in defi ance of rac-
ism and economic marginalization. Th is “street culture of 
resistance” is not a coherent, conscious universe of political 
opposition but rather, a spontaneous set of rebellious prac-
tices that in the long term have emerged as an oppositional 
style.10 

Bourgois parallels the logic of Willis by emphasizing the way in 
which cultural production is an active response, never specifi able 
in advance, by humans to the structures, institutions, and processes 
that form them. 

In addition, immigration scholars have recently taken into con-
sideration the existence of oppositional youth sub-culture as it re-
lates to downward assimilation among contemporary transmigrants. 
Alejandro Portes and Min Zhou defi ne assimilation today as a seg-
mented occurrence. One of these segments is the process of down-
ward assimilation into the permanent poverty of the underclass and 
an oppositional culture already established by native, marginalized 
youth.11  Joel Perlmann and Roger Waldinger further describe op-
positional youth sub-culture particularly among the children of 
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transmigrants –  a “second generation revolt,” as it were – as a means 
of protecting self-worth. It is a response to mainstream society’s 
rejection by outright and often violently rejecting the values and 
culture of the mainstream. In oppositional youth sub-culture, it is 
considered a betrayal of one’s ethnic group to succeed in the “white” 
mainstream. Solidarity can thus be a leveling mechanism that pre-
vents educational and economic advancement and a better standard 
of living.12

Two fi nal side-points need to be made before moving on from 
theory and defi nitions to a discussion of broader issues. First, as I 
was cautioned during my interview with Professor Jaime Pensado, 
the terms “opposition” and “oppositional culture” are not to be used 
lightly, nor do they apply to every form of youth sub-culture. All 
types of young people of diff erent classes, cultures, ethnicities, and 
communities develop their own sub-cultures that are often propa-
gated from above by larger societal institutions such as the media. 
Such sub-cultures may or may not be in deliberate opposition to the 
mainstream. Second, a focus on the self-defeating rebellion among 
youth who participate in an oppositional cultural form obscures the 
reality that the majority of Mexican transmigrants and their children 
and grandchildren are making it as law-abiding residents. Moreover, 
when the problems of poverty, violence and suff ering seem over-
whelming, it is important to remember the certain and sustainable 
probability of positive outcomes.13 

The Economics of Opposition
Since the work of Paul Willis in the 1970s, the study of econom-

ics and oppositional youth sub-culture has focused on what happens 
to the working class when work disappears. During the later parts 
of the 20th and into the 21st century, structural conditions of capital 
have shifted dramatically, relocating to free trade zones and Th ird 
World countries.14  Th e United States is now, for the most part, 
reaching a state of post-industrializion. Th e lack of manufacturing 
jobs and globalization of the economy of the United States have 
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resulted in the disappearance of intermediate opportunities to fi ll 
the growing gap between minimum wage jobs at the bottom of the 
service sector of the economy and high-tech or professional jobs oc-
cupied by the college-educated elite. Th e term “hourglass economy” 
describes the current state of the economy in which the poor and 
working class are in a “race” against the narrowing middle class.15

Today’s working class in the United States is most often em-
ployed in low-wage service sector jobs that off er little opportunity for 
advancement. Th e population working such jobs is overwhelmingly 
African American and Latino, and many of those are transmigrants. 
More so than other immigrant groups, Mexican transmigrants oc-
cupy the bottom-most rungs of the economy. Research conducted 
by the Pew Hispanic Center as well as by Joel Perlmann and Roger 
Waldinger indicate meager improvements in education (high school 
completion and attainment of higher education) and higher-paying 
jobs in the second generation as compared to the fi rst generation of 
Mexican transmigrants. Currently, the median household income 
for Mexicans in the United States is $40,274 and 20.8% of Mexi-
cans/Mexican-Americans are living in poverty.16 In South Bend, the 
median income of Latinos is signifi cantly lower, at $30,000, and this 
number has increased only approximately $5,000 in the past fi fteen 
to twenty years.17

Th e second generation of Mexican transmigrants, then, seems 
to be losing the race against the ever-narrowing hourglass economy. 
Th e second generation is frustrated by the lack of economic prog-
ress of their parents as well as the lack of career choices to match 
their aspirations, having been exposed to higher wage and consump-
tion standards from the start of their lives in the United States.18  
Th ese frustrations motivate members of the second generation to as-
similate downward into the oppositional youth sub-culture already 
established by native, marginalized youth. Th ere, the second gen-
eration proliferate their own forms of resistance. Rather than work 
nine-to-fi ve minimum wage jobs in restaurants, retail, construc-
tion, cleaning, fi elds, or factories, the second generation of Mexican 
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transmigrants may be more inclined to work in the informal econo-
my selling drugs or guns. Such illegal activities provide the material 
means for oppositional youth sub-culture. 

Philippe Bourgois expresses surprise at the number of young 
men and women who remain in the legal economy:  

Millions of dollars in business takes place within a stone’s 
throw of the youths growing up in East Harlem tenements 
and housing projects. Why should these young men and 
women take the subway to work minimum wage jobs – or 
even double minimum wage jobs – in downtown offi  ces 
when they can usually earn more, at least in the short run, 
by selling drugs on the street corner in front of their apart-
ment or school yard?19  

When I interviewed four young men detained at SBJCF, I asked 
about their parents’ jobs as well as whether or not they had ever held 
a formal job and what kind of jobs they perceived to be available 
to themselves. Two of the four had fathers who were in prison and 
mothers who worked in a nursing home, hotel, or restaurant. Th e 
other two had at least one parent who worked full time in a factory 
while the second parent stayed home or worked part time. None of 
the four young men, aged sixteen and seventeen, had ever held a for-
mal job, but all of them had participated in the informal economy, 
accumulating monetary or material income through theft or drug 
and gun sales. 

Signifi cantly, each of the four juvenile off enders that I spoke 
with had a somber outlook on the jobs they perceived to be avail-
able to them. Most cited construction, landscaping, or working in 
restaurants as possible future careers. Most also admitted that they 
were more than likely to continue selling guns or drugs in order 
to meet their material needs and those of their families. However, 
when I asked for “one thing they would do or be if they could do or 
be anything,” all four young men described middle-to-upper class 
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jobs including a traveling journalist for a big-name newspaper, a 
restaurant and bar owner in New York City, a professional soccer 
player, and a professional artist such as a painter or musician. Th e 
disconnect between aspiration and reality for these young men is 
blatantly obvious, especially to them. Th ey have big dreams but have 
decided not to take these dreams seriously, perhaps out of frustration 
or hopelessness, having been confronted by the structural violence 
of a capitalist system that includes a large pool of low-wage, easily-
exploitable laborers. 

School: Resistance and Indifference to Education
Th e public education system in the United States is predicated 

on the basis of providing equal, integrated education to all children 
and youth. Contrary to this foundation, the current public educa-
tion system upholds economic inequality and reinforces social strati-
fi cation.20  Willis points out that students are not passive receptacles 
of these dominant capitalist and stratifi ed ideologies. He juxtaposes 
the school as the zone of the formal and the street as the zone of the 
informal in the lives of working-class youth. Th e young men of his 
ethnographical study reject school because they reject the “myth” of 
meritocracy that the school broadcasts all around them. Th ese youth 
know that they are members of the working class and that there is 
little chance they will enter the middle class. To them, school is not 
relevant and not worth the eff ort. Th ere is an oppositional youth 
sub-culture ready to embrace them upon rejection. As a result of this 
rejection of knowledge, 

authority, stripped of its educational justifi cations, can ap-
pear very harsh and naked. Th at is why it is opposed. Th e 
teaching paradigm is seen more and more in its coercive 
mode. Th e total experience of school is something [the 
young people] most defi nitely want to escape from.21
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Schools are in constant competition for the hearts and minds of 
youth with a powerful oppositional youth sub-culture in which 
knowledge becomes devalued or worthless. 

More recently, the public education system has become an ex-
panded version of the free marketplace with increased privatization 
and “choice” through vouchers, magnet schools, and private schools. 
Th e policy initiative of high-stakes standardized tests that students 
must pass in order to be promoted or graduate fi ts nicely into a capi-
talist logic of competition, hard work, and the quantifi cation of “of-
fi cial knowledge.” In reality, privatization and standardized testing 
have reinforced social stratifi cation along class and ethnic lines. Im-
poverished students remain crowded into the poorest schools, and 
testing failure detracts further from the already meager funding and 
encourages dropouts.22  Currently in the United States, 22.8% of 
Hispanics between 16 and 24 dropped out of high school. Of this 
percentage, 25.5% or 4,150,000 are Mexicans.23 Even for those to 
whom school is seen as relevant, many children of Mexican trans-
migrants and their parents have a diffi  cult time in school because 
they do not understand the work and are hesitant to ask for help, 
if any is even available. Such misunderstanding may stem from the 
movement from school to school, the use of English as a second 
language, the lack of a culturally relevant curriculum, and large class 
size (which in turn means little student-teacher interaction). What-
ever the reason, the diffi  culties of misunderstanding may quickly 
transform relevance into resistance. 

Th is resistance becomes contagious while success in school be-
comes synonymous with “acting white” and, thus, with being dis-
loyal to one’s ethnic group. Rita Kopcynski sees this attitude among 
the youth at Saint Adalbert’s parish and school in South Bend: 

“Do you wanna go all white?”- Th at’s what they say. Th ey 
bring each other down. If a Latino starts to really succeed 
he gets negative pressure, that he’s becoming white, that he’s 
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in some way doing something wrong by excelling in school. 
How can we stay down and bring each other down?24 

In my interviews with the four Mexican and Mexican-Ameri-
can off enders at SBJCF, I specifi cally asked about attitudes toward 
school. Reponses ranged from “I don’t care” to “I do what I want” to 
“I know I can succeed but I choose not to” to “I have better things 
to do.” Interestingly enough, later in the interviews, I asked about 
long-term and short-term goals. Each of the four young men stated 
that they wanted to at least fi nish high school; three of the four also 
expressed the desire to continue on to higher education at Ivy Tech 
or Indiana University of South Bend. Th is discrepancy between at-
titude, behavior, and performance in school and education-related 
goals is paralleled in a report recently published by the Pew Hispanic 
Center, “Between Two Worlds: How Young Latinos Come of Age in 
America.” Despite delinquency and low enrollment and attainment 
rates, Latinos are just as likely as other youths to say that education 
is important for success.25

Dissonance between expectation and achievement may refl ect 
the strong pull of oppositional youth sub-culture. While young sec-
ond-generation Mexican transmigrants likely do theoretically under-
stand and believe that education is of substantial value, the tangible 
reality is that it is far easier to maintain solidarity with the social 
group of the oppositional youth sub-culture than it is to resist the 
resistance. When such an established, powerful sub-culture prevails 
on the streets, the individual youth is subject to the strong infl uence 
of social networks, peer pressure, and the need to “look cool,” which 
defi nes masculinity and earns respect. How could the school even 
stand a chance?

Street: Gangs, Violence, and Substance Abuse
Th e street is the zone of the informal social group in the par-

adigm of oppositional youth sub-culture. Willis explains that the 
informal social group is the basic unit of oppositional youth sub-
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culture, the fundamental source of resistance that makes possible all 
other elements of the culture.26 Along the same lines, violence in the 
informal zone is the ultimate source of revolt that breaks completely 
with the rules that are imposed from the mainstream. Violence mo-
mentarily disbands boredom and asserts masculinity. Th e fl ow of 
time is disrupted as the anticipation and fear of the fi ght translate 
into a climax of emotional energy and violent action.27  Th e ensuing 
high is addicting: “Violence is one of the most intensely lived expe-
riences and, for those capable of giving themselves over to it, is one 
of the most intense pleasures.”28  While Willis does not necessarily 
use the terms “gang” or “gang violence” to defi ne the informal so-
cial group or the violent acts perpetuated by this group, in applying 
Willis’ theory to impoverished, marginalized minority youth of low 
socioeconomic class living in urban environments, the terms “gang” 
and “gang violence” are synonymous with the informal social group 
and subsequent violence of oppositional youth sub-culture. 

Th e gang, then, is the infrastructure, the element of organization 
underlying such a sub-culture. Th e word “gang,” however, is subject 
to murky defi nitions and manipulation by the political mainstream. 
As stated by Joey Leary and Sophia Cortez: 

Anthropologist Malcom Klein defi nes a gang as any identifi -
able group of youngsters who (a) are generally perceived as a 
distinct aggregation of others in a neighborhood, (b) recog-
nize themselves as a denotable group (almost invariably with 
a group name), and (c) have been involved in a suffi  cient 
number of delinquent incidents to call forth a consistent 
negative response from neighborhood residents and/or law 
enforcement agencies.29 

Gangs provide a social structure that forges a pathway around the 
normal confrontational tension and fear that tend to prevent inter-
personal violence. Gang violence may be best understood not by 
searching for its individual determinant but by exploring the social 
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networks of action and reaction that propagate it. Basically, the gang 
itself in relation with other gangs becomes an institutionalized net-
work of confl ict and violence that is distinct from individual mo-
tive.30 Suitably, several of my interviewees, namely Rita Kopzcynski 
and the guards from SBJCF, describe those youth who do not “make 
it” as getting lost, lost in the gangs and the overall oppositional youth 
sub-culture. 

If the gang is the basic unit (the informal social group)  that cul-
tivates violence on the street and underlies oppositional youth sub-
culture, then the sale, use, and abuse of illegal substances provides 
the material support for such a sub-culture. Th e street is a place of 
enormous innovation, ambition, and creativity, often expressed as 
the entrepreneurship of illegal enterprise, namely, the business of 
drugs and guns. Signifi cantly, the sale of drugs and guns is orga-
nized around the gang network. Hispanic gangs in the United States 
– the most prevalent of which is the Latin Kings – assume a large 
and currently increasing role in wholesale drug traffi  cking across the 
border and distribution throughout the United States.31 Data com-
piled by the Pew Hispanic Center provide additional information 
on the well-established presence and impact of Hispanic gangs such 
as the Latin Kings. Perhaps most signifi cant is the variance in gang 
exposure and involvement with the progress of generation. Ameri-
can-born Latinos are twice as likely as foreign-born transmigrants to 
have a friend or family member in a gang. Smaller increases are seen 
in gang membership, fi ghting, possession of a weapon, and the use 
of illegal substances from the fi rst to the second generation. With-
in the Latino population, Mexicans – who constitute six of every 
ten Latinos – were nearly twice as likely to report gang exposure or 
involvement.32

Such statistics are disheartening because they point to defi nite 
downward assimilation into and creative proliferation of opposition-
al youth sub-culture among Mexican transmigrants in the second 
generation and beyond. Robert Courtney Smith explicates the social 
disorganization associated with transmigration and the need for new 
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institutions of belonging and settlement, such as gangs. He posits 
that gangs provide one way of adapting to a new world in which 
Mexican manhood or “machismo” seems challenged and compro-
mised. Gang membership commands respect and fear; entering a 
gang is a way of affi  rming manhood when other means – such as 
school, a good job, or a career – that could be used to constitute 
manhood through respect seem impossible and therefore not worth 
the time or eff ort.33 Bourgois echoes this sentiment. He explains 
that oppositional youth sub-culture is ultimately not about drugs, 
violence, or gangs, but rather it is about the struggle for survival, 
subsistence, and dignity at or below the poverty line. It is about 
an active response, never specifi able in advance, by humans to the 
structures, institutions, and processes that formed them. It is about 
a search for respect.

Family dysfunction also plays an important role in the choices 
the children of Mexican transmigrants make to become involved in 
gangs. While it is not necessarily the case in all or even most situa-
tions, a lack of paternal presence and support may motivate youth 
to start looking to their peers to fulfi ll the basic needs for attach-
ment and community. More often than not, these peers are gang 
members. When one or both parents are working long hours just to 
survive and provide for their family’s basic needs, there is little time 
left to be present together as a family. 

Th e importance of a consistent, positive adult infl uence in the 
life of a youth cannot be underestimated. I spoke with each of the 
four young detainees from SBJCF about their parents, siblings, 
friends, and role models. Two of the four had fathers in jail for gang-
related off enses. Th e other two had parents who were working low-
wage jobs with long hours. All four of the young men identifi ed 
themselves as gang members, and stated that their parents did not 
support gang membership and had tried to stop them from par-
ticipating. Each of the young men spoke about his parent(s) with 
utmost respect and many vocalized the desire to help provide a bet-
ter life for their moms and younger siblings, but none identifi ed a 
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parent as a role model. In fact, when I asked about role models, the 
general reaction was one of hesitation and confusion. Th e off end-
ers had a diffi  cult time identifying someone in their lives who they 
looked up to and wished to model their lives after. 

Friendship was a subject that evoked a much greater conversa-
tional response. When asked to identify who their closest friends 
were and why, without fail the answer involved fellow gang mem-
bers and sometimes siblings who were also gang members. For these 
Mexican and Mexican-American youth, gang members are those 
who support and give advice, mutually respect and trust one an-
other, and off er help with whatever is needed. Interestingly enough, 
these “closest” and “best” of friends are gang members who three of 
the four juvenile off enders said would threaten to hurt or kill them 
if they were to leave the gang. In an oppositional youth sub-culture, 
solidarity is an enforced self-destructive trap. Violence is directed 
toward the self, fellow gang members, rival gang members, or im-
mediate community rather than the structural oppressors of society 
at large.34

Pathway: Leading into the Criminal Justice System
In the United States, more than ever before, the oppositional 

youth sub-culture as manifested in the school and on the street is a 
pathway leading into the criminal justice system. Since 1980, there 
has been an overall increase of 258% in incarceration, including 
both the juvenile and adult criminal justice systems. Th is is an era of 
mass incarceration and increasing poverty in the United States. Th e 
richest nation in the world leads an escalating number of its citi-
zens to impoverishment and imprisonment.35 Kathleen Nolan and 
Jean Anyon point out that today, resistive or oppositional youth are 
learning to do time rather than learning to work, as was the case for 
Willis’ young men in the 1970s. Increases in incarceration, Nolan 
and Anyon argue, are connected to the need to manage and con-
trol a population that has become economically superfl uous as a re-
sult of deindustrialization and globalization. A type of school-prison 
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continuum has emerged in which public policy has shaped schools to 
become more like prisons. Many schools now work in close contact 
with the police to enforce criminalization of truancy, fi ghting, and 
any gang-related activity. Zero-tolerance policies in schools channel 
resistive, oppositional students into probationary alternative trade 
schools and then into juvenile detention facilities.36 

Th e most immediate cause of the era of mass incarceration has 
been the “war on drugs” that began in the 1980s. Increased pov-
erty in the inner cities and cuts in the availability of social services 
have most likely led to increased drug sale, use, and abuse. Policy-
makers seized upon stepping up the criminalization of drugs as a 
way to indirectly respond (or to avoid responding) to deep-rooted 
economic and social problems.37 Th us, the oppositional sub-culture 
of minority, marginalized youth – whether in the school and on the 
streets – has become a well-traveled pathway leading into the crimi-
nal justice system. Currently in the United States, between 3% and 
4% of Hispanic males are incarcerated as compared 1.3% of white 
males. Research shows a consistent trend of increased incarceration 
in the second generation and beyond of Hispanics in the United 
States.38 While the reasons for such a trend are variable, it is likely 
that the persistence of oppositional youth sub-culture as an option 
for downward assimilation and creative proliferation has had signfi -
ciant infl uence. 

Once a male youth enters the criminal justice system at a location 
such as SBJCF, he may spend many years in a pattern of rehabilita-
tion, release, and recidivism, which may eventually land him in the 
adult prison system. One of the four juvenile off enders I interviewed 
had never attended a real high school; at seventeen, he has progressed 
through his fi rst three years of high school in diff erent detention fa-
cilities. Th e focus of the juvenile justice system is on the rehabilita-
tion of off enders such that they become contributing members of 
society. Programs including counseling, intervention and treatment 
groups, school, tutoring, recreation, community service, and fam-
ily visits are intended to accomplish “rehabilitation.” Unfortunately, 
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recidivism rates range from a low of 30% to a high of 70%. Several 
juvenile off enders residing in SBJCF have described the facility as a 
form of “day care,” meaning that they can do more or less whatever 
they want. Gang members connect with other gang members in de-
tention and learn about other gangs and criminal skills. Sometimes, 
new gangs can form in juvenile detention facilities. 

In light of oppositional youth sub-culture, the alarmingly high 
recidivism rates of repeat juvenile off enders are not surprising. To 
isolate the juvenile off ender from the environment and culture in 
which he committed the crime disregards the collective and struc-
tural nature of some delinquent behavior. Upon release into the same 
environment, the youth reunites with his gang or informal social 
group and easily slips back into the oppositional youth sub-culture. 
Prevailing attempts to rehabilitate the individual juvenile off ender 
treat only the symptom of a much deeper and broader problem. 
Th e tension and relation between structural violence and individual 
agency create an oppositional youth sub-culture that rejects educa-
tion and perpetuates poverty. 

Conclusions and Outlook on Change
In considering this violent oppositional youth sub-culture relative 

to the young second generation Mexican transmigrant community, 
I want to give power to the voices I heard and the words I listened 
to. Th e power is in the choice. I asked these four young men directly 
about why they joined a gang, why 
they committed a crime, and why 
they acted violently. I also asked 
them whether or not they felt they 
had a choice; the response was a 
resounding yes. While feedback 
varied regarding regret for these choices and a view of such decisions 
as detrimental, each of the four readily and actively acknowledged 
individual choice. Th e diffi  culty for these juvenile off enders was in 
articulating why they made the choices they had made – “I don’t 

I want to give power 
to the voices I heard and 
the words I listened to. 
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know” or “because I wanted to” were the common responses – and 
in admitting that many of these empowered choices have led them 
to where they are confi ned today: locked within the walls of a correc-
tional facility, now stripped of the freedom to choose. My thoughts 
often return to the evenings I spent tutoring and mentoring Juan at 
SBJCF. At this point, he has been adjudicated, “rehabilitated,” and 
released, and I can only hope that I never see him again within the 
walls of the detention facility. 

Th e prospects look bleak for the peaceful and prosperous incor-
poration of Mexican transmigrants in the United States as genera-
tions progress, and American-born youth become entangled within 
oppositional youth sub-culture. Th ere is clear hope, however, in the 
individual agency involved in such a sub-culture. As emphasized by 
Willis, Bourgois, and the Mexican and Mexican-American males I 
spoke to fi rsthand, the element of choice entails the relative freedom 
to choose either that which is self-defeating and self-destructive or 
another, more positive choice. Willis describes “sparks of creativity 
and aspiration” or “moments of penetration” which are brief and 
often lost moments that could be seized upon to redirect opposition 
in a more productive, positive manner.39

While choice is still an important factor, combating structural 
violence requires more than aff ecting individual agency. Th e United 
States needs to level the playing fi eld in terms of the distribution of 
public funds, particularly for education. Th e neo-liberal idea that 
the unregulated marketplace is the purest expression of freedom has 
only resulted in further stratifi cation and marginalization.40 Con-
crete economic opportunities in the form of jobs that provide a liv-
ing wage and a route out of poverty must be created and promoted 
if we expect youth to abandon the economic logic of criminal enter-
prise.41 Overall, justice and equality must be defended and enforced 
across class and ethnic lines.

Far more realistically, we should focus on sustainable programs 
and policies at the local level that provide consistent, positive adult 
infl uences and social support for youth in developing a healthy sense 
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of self-confi dence, self-dignity, and self-respect. Ideally, these pro-
grams may serve to motivate youth into completing high school and 
continuing on to higher education. Programs in South Bend such 
as the South Bend Police Department Youth Boxing Program, the 
Business Plan Program at Robinson Community Learning Cen-
ter, Take Ten, and a variety of programs and classes for youth and 
families at La Casa de Amistad and Saint Adalbert’s may be a start 
in transforming oppositional youth sub-culture among the second 
generation and beyond of Mexican transmigrants in South Bend.

Individuals and organizations working to combat poverty and 
injustice need to network with one another in pursuit of common 
goals. If change is to occur and oppositional youth sub-culture is to 
be challenged, the knowledge distinguished in this research may be a 
starting point. Any eff ort to impact sustainable change in the lives of 
Mexican youth in the second generation and beyond must consid-
er the tension between individual agency and structural violence in 
the overlapping categories of economics, the school, the street, and 
the criminal justice system. Such a consideration must include the 
perspectives of the youth themselves as well as that of the Mexican 
transmigrant community. Asking further questions and conducting 
extended research is necessary in order to gain a more nuanced ap-
prehension of these issues.
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Personal interviews conducted with four juvenile off enders at South Bend 
Juvenile Correctional Facility and informal conversations with two employ-
ees at South Bend Juvenile Correctional Facility. Details are confi dential.
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A Man Among Gods:
Evaluating the Signfi cance of 
Hadrian’s Acts of Deifi cation 

TRACY JENNINGS

From 117-138 AD, when Publius Aelius Hadrianus (Hadrian) 
ruled the Roman empire, fi ve individuals received divine honors 
through the will of this man:1 his predecessor Trajan, Trajan’s wife 
Plotina, his mother-in-law Matidia, his “favorite” Antinous, and 
his wife Sabina all became gods. By this period, it was not unusual 
for an emperor to deify his predecessor after a smooth transition 
of power, but Hadrian was exceptional in the number of people he 
deifi ed and truly extraordinary in his deifi cation of a person outside 
the imperial family. Th e fi ve acts of deifi cation that occurred under 
Hadrian illuminate the nature of Hadrian’s rule and the nature of 
emperorship during the early Antonine period. As a non-violent im-
perial strategy, these acts consolidated his power as emperor both in 
Rome and in the provinces.

What is the general signifi cance of deifi cation? 
Deifi cation itself was signifi cant but not uncommon in the sec-

ond century. Over the duration of the Roman empire, thirty-six out 
of the sixty emperors were named divus, from Augustus to Constan-
tine.2 Th is term, once synonymous with deus (god), became used ex-
clusively for deifi ed imperial members after the deifi cation of Julius 
Caesar in 42 BC.3 In the fi rst recorded act of deifi cation in Roman 
history, the Senate awarded Julius Caesar divine honors two years 
after his death, and from this point to Hadrian’s rule, six other em-
perors were deifi ed.4
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By the time of Hadrian’s rule, each divus had a state-sponsored 
cult that was well-established in religious and political institutions. 
Th e Arval Brethren, a traditional college of priests reinstituted by 
Augustus to honor the emperor, sacrifi ced off erings for the emperor’s 
health on his birthday and also kept a list of the divi. Th e Feriale 
Durarum, a papyrus that preserves a calendar of feast days celebrated 
by the army during the rule of Severus Alexander, shows how inte-
grated the imperial cult had become in offi  cial proceedings, with 
honors continuing generations after deifi cation occurred. In the 
eastern provinces, Hellenistic ruler cults had conditioned people to 
honor the emperor as a living divinity, but Republican Rome reject-
ed the institution of kingship with strict rules limiting the duration 
of leadership. When the Republic collapsed, Augustus took public 
measures to distance the emperorship from a monarchy and rejected 
deifi cation while he was still living. 

Augustus, as the fi rst and longest-reigning emperor, set the stan-
dard for future rulers to hold supreme religious, military, and political 
power. Imperial authority was based on control of these three arenas 
in Roman society, although Augustus ceremonially downplayed the 
authoritarian elements of the emperorship. In public monuments 
and iconography, he was represented as the fi rst among equals, the 
best citizen (civilis princeps). A name the Senate bestowed upon Au-
gustus late in his rule was pater patriae (“father of the fatherland”), 
which appropriated the patriarchal and hierarchical social structure 
to the system of governance. 

At the same time, this system was held in tension by what An-
drew Wallace-Hadrill calls “the autocratic reality” and “the elaborate 
and yet transparent republican façade.”5 He theorizes that imperial 
behavior was shaped by two precedents: fi rst, Hellenistic ruler cults, 
which required an active display of rulers’ elevation over ordinary 
people, and second, the traditional Roman ideas of the Senate’s po-
litical supremacy, such as libertas (“liberty” or political freedom), 
leaders as private citizens, and the patronage system. Th e civilis prin-
ceps and pater patriae concepts appeared to defer to the latter system, 
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despite the autocratic structure of government. Th us, early Roman 
emperors worked within the Republican paradigm in a way that still 
asserted their absolute authority. Th e emperors most infamous for 
their authoritarianism were not deifi ed. Th is exclusion of despots 
indicates that the requirements for Roman deifi cation were not as-
sociated with a high level of absolute power. Rather, deifi cation of 
an emperor depended highly on the attitude toward him at the time 
of the his death. 

Th us, understanding the institution of emperorship is important 
for considering any act of deifi cation, because deifi cation transgressed 
the traditional norms of Roman politics. Furthermore, because the 
emperor held the highest position in both government and religious 
aff airs, he brought these spheres together. Th e way it became an ac-
cepted practice during the principate is remarkable. Th e inseparable 
tie between the religious and political systems enabled the political 
act of deifi cation, and the polytheistic Roman state cult could as-
sume new gods into its pantheon without heterodoxy. While the 
creation of divinity is unfathomable in view of modern monotheistic 
religions, in the Roman world, the divus designation was considered 
“a logical step on from the religious honors accorded the emperor in 
a lifetime,” according to Simon Price.6 Th e famous line by the Fla-
vian emperor Vespasian, “Ah, I think I’m becoming a god!” refl ects 
the well-established tradition of deifying emperors by the time of 
Hadrian.7

Likewise, granting divine status to individuals besides the em-
peror had precedent but sparked more controversy. Before Hadri-
an, nine people, all members of the imperial family, were deifi ed, 
including seven women.8 Tacitus reports that Tiberius forbade the 
deifi cation of Augustus’ wife Livia, but Claudius later deifi ed her a 
decade after her death.9 Tacitus also writes that upon Nero’s request 
to deify his second wife, Poppaea, one senator refused to vote, which 
illustrates two points about deifi cation during the Julio-Claudian 
dynasty. First, deifi cation of women was uncommon and second, 
the Senate still had some authority in the approval process.10 Th e 
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deifi cation of imperial family members had a powerful eff ect, reach-
ing the emperor himself, for his status gained further distinction by 
association. Hadrian’s treatment of his acts of deifi cation shows that 
emperors used their relationships with divi to secure and solidify 
power.

Th e process of deifi cation developed over the centuries, but apart 
from its connection with Hellenistic monarchy, its roots sprang from 
the elaborate Republican funerals for the upper class. Th e ceremony 
of a public funeral preceded the Senatorial recognition of deifi ca-
tion, called consecratio. In the beginning, a prophetic phenomenon 
was needed to mark the individual’s ascent to heaven; for example, 
the sight of a comet was the sign for the apotheosis of Julius Caesar. 
In a manner akin to the Roman Catholic process of canonization, 
the Senate heard eyewitness accounts and deliberated over whether 
it was a sign from the gods and what resultant action should be 
taken.11 Ultimately, the Senate would issue a decree recognizing the 
divinity of the individual in question. Th e order of the entire deifi ca-
tion process became more convoluted as time progressed, but gener-
ally consecratio came after the imperial funeral. 

Increasingly under the emperorship, the public funeral that pre-
ceded deifi cation had an important political function for the em-
peror not only as commemoration, but perhaps more importantly, 
as a public display of virtue and power. To coordinate the neces-
sary proceedings, the new ruler needed unity and cooperation from 
the Roman elite.12 Traditionally, deifi cation could not, and did not, 
occur unless the new emperor had suffi  cient support or authority. 
Literary accounts by two third-century Greek writers, Cassius Dio 
and Herodian, provide minute details about the elaborate procedure 
involved. 

Dio describes how he and other senators awarded Pertinax di-
vine honors and named Severus emperor.13 Th ese events occurred 
“upon [Severus] establishing himself in power,” a signifi cant time 
after Pertinax’s death.14 It seems that the passing of the decree by the 
Senate preceded the public funeral; the order had changed since the 
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beginning of the imperial period. Because the ritual events that oc-
cured in a funeral for a divus provided the evidence for the Senatorial 
decree, in the new order, “religious tradition ceased to be relevant 
and the decision became more of a political formality,” according to 
Price.15 When the climax of deifi cation was no longer dependent on 
the input of the Senate, the emperor gained the authority to deter-
mine when and whom to deify.   

While the burial of divi was not exceptional, the pageantry of 
the funeral had such a high cost that only emperors had adequate 
resources to fi nance it.16 A iustitium, which halted business and civic 
activities (even the daily baths), was declared for imperial funerals.17 
Both Dio and Herodian witnessed the proceedings for deifi cation, 
and their fi rsthand accounts emphasize the large number of partici-
pants in the ceremony. Senators and their wives sat at the viewing 
of a wax effi  gy of the emperor, the equestrian cavalry and infantry 
paraded around the funeral pyre, and “every province, every city, 
every man of honor and distinction” off ered fi nal gifts.18 Th e most 
illustrious family member, usually the emperor himself, held the 
most prominent role as the speaker of the funeral address. Th us, 
the prospective divus shared the spotlight with the emperor. While 
the effi  gy was on display, a doctor reported on the “health” of the 
former emperor  until “death” approached, and after that, a proces-
sion carried the bier from the Rostra in the Forum Romanum to the 
Campus Martius, an inversion of the triumphal route. If the view-
ing lasted for seven days, as Herodian reports, such time commit-
ment and unanimous support publicly demonstrated the emperor’s 
supreme power to control daily life and determine which events and 
people were signifi cant.19

Th e proceedings for deifi cation had symbolic elements to dis-
tinguish the event from typical cremation and to represent the apo-
theosis of the spirit. After the emperor’s successor climbed the pyre 
to light it, an eagle released through a trapdoor mechanism rose 
from the fl ames to signal the fl ight of the emperor’s soul to heav-
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en. “Th ereafter the emperor is worshiped with the rest of the gods,” 
Herodian states.20

What evidence exists for these acts of deifi cation? 
Any study of ancient history requires a construction of the past 

based on a fragmented record of evidence. In comparison with his-
torians of the modern era, classicists draw conclusions from a more 
varied body of evidence, often founded upon whatever materials 
that have lasted through the centuries. For example, ancient Ro-
man coins from the imperial period provide information about the 
chronology of events and ideology because each emperor issued new 
series with their likeness and unique graphics. Th e study of ancient 
coins (numismatics) and historical literature are the two main sources 
that directly refer to Hadrian’s acts of deifi cation. Th e sculpture and 
architecture of the period will also inform my investigation, albeit 
in a more oblique manner. In the following sections, I will evaluate 
the information in these sources relevant for each individual deifi ed 
by Hadrian. First, however, I will assess the evidence to establish a 
foundation for the later analysis. 

For the Hadrianic period, the Scriptores Historiae Augustae and 
Cassius Dio’s History are the primary historical sources, in Greek 
and Latin respectively, but neither off ers comprehensive accounts of 
Hadrian’s acts of deifi cation. Because Hadrian did not treat the deifi -
cation of each individual in the same way, the disparate character of 
these acts reduces our ability to make uniform comparisons among 
them. Th e numismatic record complements the personal literary ac-
counts by supplying a chronology for these acts and a record of their 
offi  cial public presentation. 

Although the historian Tacitus was writing during Hadrian’s life-
time, no contemporary accounts of Hadrian’s rule survive. From the 
literature relevant to Hadrian’s acts of deifi cation, the most contem-
porary is Cassius Dio’s History, begun after the death of the emperor 
Septimius Severus in 211. Of his eighty-volume comprehensive his-
tory of Rome, only Books 36-54 remain in full, and an abridgment 
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by an eleventh-century monk yields his account of the Hadrianic 
period. Th e monk preserved Dio’s text irregularly, reproducing some 
full passages but omitting others.21 Regardless of its incompleteness, 
the extant text of Dio off ers a glimpse into Hadrian’s treatment of 
the deaths of Trajan, Plotina and Antinous. 

Although Cassius Dio was born in Bithynia and wrote in Greek, 
he actively participated in the Roman political system of the third 
century, and his account of Hadrian gains credibility from his per-
sonal experience. He became a member of the Senate, eventually 
gaining a provincial governorship under the Severan dynasty. Dio 
uses varied sources, and he even refers to Hadrian’s autobiography, 
which could have informed his discussion of Hadrian’s prophetic 
dreams and opinions. He interjects his opinions into his writing, 
but this work still provides useful information about the deifi ca-
tion of three individuals through the lens of an experienced Roman 
politician. 

Th e other literary source for Hadrian’s acts of deifi cation, the 
Scriptores Historiae Augustae (SHA), mentions four out of the fi ve 
people deifi ed. Th is series of imperial biographies begins with Had-
rian and concludes with Carinus in 285, and it is the primary histor-
ical source written in Latin for the late second and third centuries. 
Th e reliability of the SHA is debatable, both because of its late date 
of composition and questions of authorship. A citation of the SHA 
in the letters of Symmachus gives 425 as the latest possible compo-
sition date, three hundred years after Hadrian’s rule. Th e authors 
of these narratives are unknown, but a large part of the writings on 
Hadrian seems to have been adapted from the imperial biographies 
of a third-century Latin writer, Marius Maximus.22 His writings are 
no longer extant, but like the monk’s adaptation of Dio, the SHA 
paraphrases Marius’ verbose account.23 While outside data has prov-
en other sections of the SHA to be entirely falsifi ed, the section on 
Hadrian is still a valuable source for this examination because of its 
use of Marius’ extensive work. 
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Because these primary literary sources are questionably recon-
structed accounts written after Hadrian’s rule, the extensive record 
of coins issued under Hadrian contributes a more comprehensive 
and concrete set of evidence for his acts of deifi cation. Roman em-
perors frequently authorized releases of new coinage, and the rich 
numismatic catalog of the Roman imperial mint in the Hadrianic 
period includes more than a thousand diff erent combinations of im-
ages and legends for coins. 

As everyday objects in people’s lives across the empire, coins 
were an ideal medium for emperors to convey ideological and po-
litical messages. Th e obverses of coins commonly depicted the head 
of the emperor or an imperial family member; the reverses, per-
sonifi ed virtues or gods. Th e legends often recorded the name of 
the current emperor and an attribute that corresponded to the sub-
ject. With changing iconography, new coin issues alerted people all 
over the empire of imperially sponsored events in Rome, including 
deifi cation. 

By the time of Hadrian, the right to produce coins fell under 
imperial control at Rome; even the senatorial mint, with its right to 
issue ordinary coins, was located in imperial courts.24 Mints in the 
Eastern provinces still operated under a diff erent currency system, 
and Hadrian restored provincial mints in Asia and Bithynia.25 New 
issues from the imperial mint recognized the divinity of all members 
of the imperial family deifi ed by Hadrian, and the Eastern mints 
commemorated the deifi cation of the one individual outside the im-
perial family with medallions and coins. 

Th is numismatic evidence found in contemporary coins provides 
a basis for comparison of the way Hadrian publicized the diff erent 
deifi cation acts. Th e chronological studies of the numismatic evi-
dence provide more specifi c dates for the acts of deifi cation than the 
literary sources do. Th e legends progressively shortened over Had-
rian’s rule, and, halfway through, the imagery of Hadrian’s coinage 
adopted a new artistic style, “gracious and noble, and touched with 
idealism and poetry” that contrasts with Trajanic style of “stately 
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dullness.”26 Whatever the reason for the stylistic shift, the numis-
matic record signals a drastic change in Hadrian’s self-presentation 
and provides an alternative source for examining the context of Had-
rian’s acts of deifi cation. 

Th e art and architecture of the Hadrianic period off er a third 
means for evaluating Hadrian’s acts of deifi cation. Th e array of ma-
terial evidence pertaining to these acts stretches from Britain to the 
Black Sea, but I will focus on what I have seen myself. Monumental 
buildings and commemorative reliefs provide the most information 
about the deifi cation of imperial family members, and statues depict-
ing the non-imperial deifi ed fi gure are uncommonly pervasive. Like 
the coinage, the material evidence informs our understanding of the 
public presentation of these acts. Th e physical evidence, paired with 
the subjective perspectives from two literary accounts, underscores 
the non-violent nature of Hadrian’s rule and the autocratic system 
of government. 

What is the background to Hadrian’s emperorship? 
Whether Hadrian witnessed any acts of deifi cation prior to his 

accession is unknown, but he was born in 76 AD during the rule of 
Vespasian, who was deifi ed upon his death in 79. Other acts of dei-
fi cation by the Flavian emperors (Domitilla, Titus, Domitian’s son 
Titus Flavius, and Julia Augusta) occurred during Hadrian’s early 
life, which he probably spent in his hometown of Italica in the prov-
ince of Baetica (Spain). His father, a senator and praetor, died when 
Hadrian was ten years old, and two fellow Italians, P. Acilius At-
tianus and M. Ulpius Traianus (Trajan) became Hadrian’s guardians, 
responsible for his estate and education.27

Despite their provincial background, Hadrian and Trajan, whom 
the SHA calls Hadrian’s consobrinus (cousin), established themselves 
in Roman politics during the reigns of Domitian and Nerva.28 In 
94, Hadrian became a decemvir, his fi rst step towards a senatorial 
career, and Trajan assumed a variety of prestigious military positions. 
After the assassination of Domitian in 96, the elderly Nerva took 
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the emperorship and a year later appointed Trajan as his successor 
because “Nerva did not esteem family relationship above the safety 
of the State,” according to Dio.29 Trajan’s military power outweighed 
his provincial background. Nerva secured the transfer of power by 
announcing his adoption of Trajan, whom he then appointed as 
Caesar.30 Th is act went against the previous tendency to name a fam-
ily member, however distant, as the imperial successor, but Trajan’s 
ascension avoided the bloody confl ict that had stained prior transi-
tions between unrelated rulers.31

Hadrian was the fi rst person to announce Nerva’s death to Tra-
jan and enjoyed his favor afterwards.32 Although Dio and the SHA 
recount that Hadrian interacted with Trajan quite familiarly (famil-
iarius) and that there were signs that Trajan was preparing him as 
his successor, Trajan never adopted Hadrian as Nerva had adopted 
him.33 Dio, as if to settle the question from the start, begins his ac-
count of Hadrian’s rule by saying, “Hadrian indeed had not been 
adopted by Trajan.”34 On the other hand, the SHA mentions that 
Hadrian was adopted two days before Trajan died, although it was 
a move orchestrated by Trajan’s wife Plotina and Hadrian’s former 
guardian Attianus.35 Regardless, it is evident that Hadrian became 
emperor under dubious circumstances because the sources highlight 
the uncertainty surrounding this signifi cant event. 

Because Trajan was childless and had not publicized his wish for 
a successor, his sudden death in the eastern provinces necessitated 
an immediate solution. Trajan had fallen ill on a military expedition 
in Mesopotamia and, wishing to return to Italy, he left Hadrian in 
command of the troops in Syria. Th e empire, swollen with the re-
cent Parthian conquest and the creation of new provinces, was at a 
critical point at which a battle for imperial power could erupt. Had-
rian announced the events of his adoption and ascension to emperor 
within two days of each other, and his troops in Syria proclaimed 
him imperator. Dio mentions a dream Hadrian had the night be-
fore Trajan’s death that he believed indicated he was Trajan’s heir. 
Although the Senate had not confi rmed his authority, within a week 
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he ordered troops to withdraw from east of the Tigris and Euphrates, 
where Trajan had been campaigning.36 Hadrian spent the next year 
reinforcing control of the eastern provinces, and while he was away 
from Rome, the Senate ordered the controversial execution of four 
prominent senators who were said to be plotting to murder him. 
Both Dio and the SHA note that Hadrian denied responsibility for 
the violent response, which highlights the unrest and uncertainty at 
the beginning of Hadrian’s rule. 

Whom did Hadrian deify and what does it reveal about the 
emperor and emperorship? 

Trajan 
Not long after Trajan’s death, Hadrian visited his remains at Se-

linus and sent an imperial convoy carrying Trajan’s remains with a 
letter addressed to the Senate. In the letter, Hadrian apologized for 
seizing de facto power and asked for divine honors for Trajan. Th e 
SHA reports that the Senate responded by freely granting Trajan 
honors that surpassed Hadrian’s request.37 Dio does not include this 
anecdote but says that Trajan’s bones were placed in the monument 
now known as Trajan’s Column and that the Parthian games, which 
had been instituted in Trajan’s honor, were maintained for about a 
hundred years.38 Th ere is no further information about Trajan’s fu-
neral or apotheosis in literary sources. 

Based on convention, Trajan’s deifi cation should not have oc-
curred until Hadrian, as Trajan’s apparent heir, returned to Rome. 
Numismatic evidence shows that Trajan’s divinity was recognized 
before Hadrian’s arrival in July 118. A coin series dating to the early 
fall of 117, following closely upon the transition of rulers, is the 
fi rst material source that indicates Trajan’s deifi cation. Analyzing the 
content and context of their messages illuminates the shadowy gaps 
in the literary record.39

While images vary, the common legend for this series has IMP 
CAES TRAIAN HADRIAN[O] OPT AUG GER DAC (Imperator 
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Caesar Trajan Hadrian Optimus Augustus Germanicus Dacicus) on 
the obverse and PARTHIC DIVI TRAIAN AUG F P M TR P COS 
P P on the reverse (Parthicus, Son of Divine Trajan Augustus, Pon-
tifex Maximus, Power of the Tribune, Consul, Pater Patriae).40 Coin 
issues from previous emperors had commemorated the divinity of 
their predecessor, although Trajan never struck coins calling Nerva 
divine. While Trajan broke away from the pattern, Hadrian returned 
to it, highlighting all of Trajan’s distinctions. 

We do not know who developed the legends and iconography 
for the coins, but as Hadrian was away from Rome for this fi rst is-
sue, it is likely that another member of the imperial administration 
controlled this series. Th is would suggest that the Senate was will-
ing to support Hadrian’s ascension by publicizing his assumption 
of Trajan’s titles. Another set of coins from September-October 117 
lacks the titles “Optimus,” “Germanicus,” “Dacicus,” “Parthicus,” 
and “Pater Patriae” but includes mention of Nerva.41 Th e change 
signals a conscious decision to emphasize Hadrian’s relationship to 
many divi.

Th e second issue of coins under Hadrian helps to identify the 
date of Trajan’s funeral and his offi  cial deifi cation. Th is series de-
picted Trajan on one side and a bust of Hadrian or a member of the 
imperial family on the other. Th e earlier 117 issue never featured 
Trajan by himself, and it seems logical that gold medallions with the 
legend DIVO TRAIANO PARTH AUG PATRI (For Divine Trajan 
Parthicus Augustus Father) were produced to celebrate the funeral 
for the empire’s fi gurehead. On the reverse of these valuable tokens 
are symbols related to triumphs and deifi cation.42 Th ese coins date 
to 118, which supports the view that Hadrian returned to Rome in 
the summer of 118.43 

Th ese icons provide all the information numismatics off ers 
about the proceedings to deify Trajan, but other than the unusual 
posthumous triumph, Trajan probably had a typical imperial funeral 
ceremony. His burial place, however, was atypical. As Dio mentions, 
Trajan’s remains were placed in the monumental column at the head 
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of the imperial forum he constructed.44 He was the fi rst deifi ed em-
peror not to be buried in Augustus’ mausoleum. In addition, this 
site was within the sacred boundary of the city, within which burials 
were not usually permitted. Th is exception was perhaps one of the 
additional distinctions the Senate granted. A temple for the cult of 
Divine Trajan was constructed near Trajan’s market. Th ere are no de-
fi nitive archeological fi nds to confi rm its position, but its existence 
is attested to by an anecdote in the SHA and by an inscription, both 
of which refer to a “Temple to Divine Trajan and Plotina.”45 Such 
a building project would have occurred under Hadrian and was an 
obvious way to honor a deifi ed emperor.46 

Overall, Hadrian’s actions surrounding Trajan’s deifi cation did 
not draw criticism for breaking precedent. Th is fact heightens the 
signifi cance of these exceptional circumstances. Th e swift acceptance 
of Trajan’s divinity, proven by the early coin issue, suggests the conse-
cratio proceedings were modifi ed; who would have testifi ed to have 
witnessed Trajan’s deifi cation?  Instead, the Senate, having accepted 
Hadrian’s seizure of de facto power, granted his request for divine 
honors and quickly struck coins to establish the connection between 
the two leaders. 

Th e recognized divinity of Trajan and the cooperation of the 
Senate contributed greatly to the stability of Hadrian’s ascension to 
power. Hadrian’s deft management of the process of deifi cation sub-
stantiated his dubious adoption by Trajan. As Herodian says a cen-
tury later, “It is customary for Romans to deify the kings who leave 
behind children as successors.”47 Hadrian acted in the role expected 
from a dutiful son by deifying his father. Indeed, prior acts of deifi -
cation had occurred only in transitions between father and son, so 
Hadrian’s divine honors for Trajan presented him in public as Tra-
jan’s son, which justifi ed his tenuous authority. 
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Th e early coins issued in 117 not only promoted Trajan’s di-
vine status but also his adoption of Hadrian. Th e legend ADOPTIO 
(adoption), unique to this early Hadrianic coinage, sent a defi nitive 
statement in support of the legitimacy of Hadrian’s adoption. Th e 
situation after Trajan’s death was volatile, and this coin directly re-
sponded to the ambiguity. Th e coin’s image of Trajan and Hadrian 
clasping hands further reinforced the message (see Figure 1).48 An-
other coin shows Trajan handing a globe over to Hadrian, signaling 
the transfer of power of a world empire. A third type portrays pietas 
personifi ed, which refl ects a preoccupation with proper fi lial behav-
ior.49 Indeed, portrayals of Hadrian as Trajan’s son had much signifi -
cance: their relationship made Hadrian the son of a god.

Th e link between emperors and divine favor dates back to Julius 
Caesar’s recognition of his ties to Venus, but the emperor’s connec-
tion to divinity became particularly important during the Antonine 
era. Because the emperorship was granted through adoption, not 
through inheritance, the elaborate funeral ceremony and deifi cation 
became an important public expression of fi lial piety. Th e act con-
fi rmed the relationship between the predecessor and the successor, 
and the divinity of the predecessor further elevated the emperor.

Prior to this, Rome had never had a bloodless transition of pow-
er when the emperor’s successor was not predetermined, but Had-
rian successfully navigated his way to power. Although the senatorial 
murders in the fi rst year cast a dark shadow on the beginning of 
his rule, Hadrian was not considered a usurper of the throne. He 
stabilized the succession of power between non-related rulers in an 

Figure 1.
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innovative way with the public promotion of his adoption, which 
legitimized his use of the deifi cation process. Th e line of Antonine 
emperors, despite the lack of immediate family connections, all be-
came divi (except Commodus, 180-192) and established a dynasty 
renowned for its comparative stability and peace.

Matidia 
Th e increasing distinction of the imperial court characterized 

the developing Antonine dynasty. Hadrian’s deifi cation of Matidia 
in December 119 refl ects this trend. She was Trajan’s niece and be-
came Hadrian’s mother-in-law as well. Hadrian married her daugh-
ter Sabina in 100, and Matidia, widowed early, traveled with the 
imperial family under both Trajan and Hadrian. Th e SHA mentions 
that she was one of the individuals who carried Trajan’s remains back 
to Rome.50

Information about Matidia has been found across the empire, 
but the majority of the data comes from inscriptions and coins.51 
Th e SHA is the only literary source that mentions her. Th e text has 
two references to extravagant honors Hadrian granted upon her 
death, which expresses how prodigious his response was.52 His way 
of honoring Matidia, with a perfume dole and gladiatorial games, 
appealed to plebeians of Rome and turned commemoration of her 
death into a public event. 

An inscription found at Tibur, a town outside Rome where 
Hadrian vacationed, confi rms that Matidia’s death merited special 
attention from the emperor.53 Ancient historian Th eodor Mommsen 
identifi ed the fragmented text as a funeral oration delivered by Had-
rian himself. Other theories have classifi ed it as a base to a dedicatory 
statue or Hadrian’s request to the Senate for consecratio.54 Christo-
pher Jones, in the most recent epigraphic analysis, reconstructs the 
fi nal line as “…a noble title in accordance with her merits, I ask that 
you confer upon her the…[honor of consecration].”55 Hadrian also 
praises Matidia’s virtuous relationship with her family members and 
notes her chastity, modesty, and obedience.56 While the incomplete 
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text is subject to interpretation, it is a remarkable source for Had-
rian’s authentic words and exhibits his extraordinary commitment to 
honoring his mother-in-law.

Th e public presentation of Matidia centered upon her relation-
ship to other divine fi gures. When her mother Marciana, Trajan’s sis-
ter, died in 112, Trajan deifi ed Marciana and simultaneously granted 
her mother’s honorifi c augusta to Matidia.57 Th is title, like augus-
tus, distinguished its holder for extraordinary religious virtue and 
perhaps indicated eventual deifi cation. A Trajanic coin issue honors 
Marciana with her bust and the legend MARCIANA AUG SOROR 
IMP TRAIANI (Marciana Augusta, Sister of Imperator Trajan) on 
the obverse, and the reverse legend reads CAES AUG GERMA 
DAC COS VI P P – MATIDIA AUG F (Caesar Augustus Germani-
cus Dacicus, Consul for the sixth time, Pater Patriae – daughter of 
Matidia Augusta), which introduces Matidia as an important fi gure 
in the imperial family. Th e accompanying image shows Marciana 
seated between two children, expressing the fertile future for Trajan’s 
line.58 Th is coin spotlights the powerful imperial family, marking its 
female members as exceptionally blessed. 

Trajan continued to promote the fertility of three generations 
in another coin issue similar to the issue with the image of Matidia 
and two children. On this series, Matidia stretches her hands over 
her children, Matidia the Younger and Sabina. Th e obverse legend 
connects Matidia to Marciana, MATIDIA AUG DIVAE MARCIA-
NAE F (Matidia Augusta, daughter of Divine Marciana).59 Th is coin 
illustrates Trajan’s hope for a dynasty relayed through his female rela-
tives, and Hadrian, who had married Sabina by this time, would 
have welcomed the distinction granted to this line of women for the 
same reason. 

While neither the SHA nor this inscription explicitly states that 
Matidia received divine honors, the numismatic record is clear and 
adds a chronological context. An issue dated to 119-20 corresponds 
to the Arval Brethren’s archives, which noted a perfume dole and 
consecratio Matidiae Aug on December 23, 119.60 Th ese coins are 
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stamped with the legend DIVA AUGUSTA MATIDIA—CONSE-
CRATIO (Divine Augusta Matidia), and the iconography of an ea-
gle and pietas recalls similar images used for Marciana’s 
commemorative issue (see Figure 2).61

Hadrian embraced the divinity of Marciana in his public com-
memoration of Matidia in a way that had a much greater visual im-
pact than coins. He constructed a temple complex in the Campus 
Martius to honor Matidia and Marciana.62 While the evidence is 
“scrappy and enigmatic,” fi nds of cipollino and other colored marble 
echo the polychromatic fashion of the Pantheon, a concurrent build-
ing project.63 A medallion from 120-121 shows a row of columns, 
a pediment, and a woman—probably Matidia—standing in the 
center; the legend is dedicated to DIVA MATIDIA. Th is evidence, 
along with a citation in the Regionary Catalog, a fourth-century list 
of buildings in Rome, indicates the presence of the Basilicae of Ma-
tidia and Marciana and the Temple to Divine Matidia.

In the style of Hadrianic basilicae in the area, it is probable that 
the basilicae were more like porticoes, covered passageways connect-
ed to the central temple, linking the commemorative structures of 
both Matidia and Marciana. Th is area outside the pomerium held 
great signifi cance for its plethora of Augustan monumental archi-
tecture, and literary and material evidence tells us Hadrian took an 
active role in refi ning its appearance. Hadrian’s temple to Divine 
Marciana was exceptional because it was the fi rst public structure 

Figure 2.
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in Rome built to honor a deifi ed woman.64 Presumably, contem-
poraries would have been astonished to see a temple dedicated to 
women and their matronly virtues amidst monuments to war victo-
ries and emperors in the Field of Mars.65

Th e changing expectations for imperial women during the An-
tonine period aff ected the signifi cance of their deifi cation. In a close 
study of imperial women under Trajan and Hadrian, Mary Boat-
wright argues that they held a new role to exemplify feminine vir-
tues of domesticity and submissiveness.66 Pliny, a writer and Senator 
during this time, says in his panegyric for Trajan, “[Such virtue] is 
the work of her husband who has fashioned and formed her habits; 
there is glory enough for a wife in obedience.”67 Women’s behavior 
refl ected the quality of leadership by the head of the household, and 
in this way, contributed to his honor and glory. 

In particular for the imperial family, the expression of concordia 
(harmony) not only applied to the family but to all of Rome. Th e 
women in the imperial family became representations of the empire’s 
integrity, and on coins and statues of the Antonine period, they per-
sonifi ed virtues of concordia and the types of virtues Hadrian listed 
for Matidia. In his speech for her consecratio, Hadrian framed his 
praise of Matidia in reference to her subservient behavior towards 
members of the imperial family. For him, Matidia’s matronly virtues 
were suffi  cient to merit deifi cation. Hadrian’s public response dis-
played an unprecedented esteem for a woman of the imperial court, 
and furthermore, it became a political statement. 

Boatwright concludes that the celebration of virtuous behavior 
rather than family lineage seems to parallel the new meritocratic 
standard for imperial succession, and Hadrian’s recognition of Mat-
idia’s virtues refl ects admirably on his authority. At the same time, he 
also recognizes and honors the importance of Trajan’s lineage.68 His 
continued celebration of Marciana’s divinity is unusual, for new em-
perors normally discontinued honors for previous divi unrelated to 
them, and although Claudius and Nero divinized their wives, they 
did not issue coins with a legend of consecratio.69 Hadrian’s unique 
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emphasis on adoption and consecratio on coins reveals his motive to 
reinforce his position as emperor. 

Because Matidia’s death occurred in the early, volatile years of 
Hadrian’s rule, this attention marks a continued interest in the con-
nection to Trajan and the adoption that legitimized his imperial 
power. As with his treatment of Trajan’s death and deifi cation, Had-
rian used the publicity of deifi cation to reinforce his connections to 
this family. Th e buildings, coins, and funerary oration all signify his 
pietas as well as his control of the empire. 

Another eff ect of deifi cation was the elevation of the imperial 
bloodline. Adding another divinity to Trajan’s family further dis-
tinguished Hadrian himself and his legacy: he was the son of a god 
and was married to the daughter of a diva. Hadrian’s demurral of 
circus-games in honor for himself sharpens the signifi cance of the 
gladiatorial games hosted in Matidia’s honor.70 While Hadrian him-
self might have wished to appear as the civilis princeps, he did not 
have to exhibit the same restraint for imperial family members. In 
this way, the increase in honors granted to imperial family members 
other than the emperor indicated a corresponding increase in the ac-
ceptance of autocratic rule. 

Th e absence of a marker of Senatorial approval diff erentiates the 
commemorative coins for Matidia and Marciana. Many of the conse-
cratio coins for Marciana have EX SENATUS CONSULTO (By the 
approval of the Senate) or its shortened form, S C.71 Th e interpre-
tation of this message has been debated but seems to have a politi-
cal dimension that asserted the senatorial share of imperial power.72 
None of Matidia’s coins, however, feature this marker. Th e lack of S 
C raises questions about whether Matidia’s deifi cation received Sen-
atorial approval. Hadrian could have orchestrated the public largesse 
and temple complex independent of the Senate, but the persuasive 
tone of the speech implies that the act was not done without consid-
eration from another authority. Additionally, the elaborate funeral 
ceremony and offi  cial consecratio necessitated Senatorial coopera-
tion. It seems that it would have been in Hadrian’s interest to have 



j o u r n a l  o f  u n d e r g r a d u a t e  r e s e a r c h

73

the Senate’s support in such a situation. On the other hand, with 
limited Senatorial input into the deifi cation of Matidia, the act itself 
confi rmed and amplifi ed the power of the emperorship. Public ac-
ceptance (or lack of dissent) of Hadrian’s actions highlights the auto-
cratic power Hadrian wielded without negative consequence.

Plotina 
Th e death of Trajan’s wife Plotina presents a case to compare 

with Hadrian’s response to the death of Matidia. Along with Ma-
tidia, Plotina received the title Augusta and a commemorative coin 
issue in 112. While the literary sources do not discuss the nature of 
Hadrian’s relationship with Matidia (though the inscription records 
the utmost respect Hadrian had for his mother-in-law), both Dio 
and the SHA have colorful accounts of how Plotina and Hadrian 
interacted. 

In the fi rst section introducing Hadrian, Dio claims that Plotina 
was in love with Hadrian and that she forged his adoption letters.73 
Th e SHA has a similar viewpoint and mentions the favor she had 
for him that led to his appointment as the governor of Syria.74 Th ese 
sensationalist accounts, regardless of their veracity, suggest that Had-
rian and Plotina had a close relationship before she died, and she 
probably grew close to Hadrian when Trajan became his guardian 
in 86 AD. Hadrian and Plotina were of similar age and would have 
frequently been in each other’s company as part of Trajan’s court.

Extant correspondence between Plotina and Hadrian, preserved 
as translation exercises in a schoolbook, place an emphasis on Had-
rian’s fi lial piety to Plotina, his adopted mother, rather than his birth 
mother, who had remarried early.75 Another letter, separate from the 
Latin primer, has a description of Hadrian by Plotina, who calls 
Hadrian “very dear in every way as both an outstanding guardian 
and a loyal son.”76 Th is evidence suggests that their close relationship 
was public, which at fi rst consideration, makes the lack of evidence 
for Plotina’s consecratio highly surprising. 
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Plotina did not receive divine honors immediately because Had-
rian was away from Rome at the time of her death; he toured the 
provinces between 122 and 125. Between his travels from Britannia 
to Bithynia, Hadrian stopped at Nemausus, Plotina’s birthplace, in 
122 after Plotina had died.77 Here, in modern Nîmes, Hadrian con-
structed a magnifi cent basilica to honor Plotina in her hometown.78 
Dio also refers to a structure built in her honor: 

Upon the death of Plotina, the woman through whom he 
had secured the imperial offi  ce because of her love for him, 
he honored her exceedingly, wearing black for nine days, 
erecting a temple to her and composing some hymns in her 
memory…79

No defi nite epigraphic evidence identifi es archeological remains at 
Nîmes as this structure, but James Anderson’s re-examination of the 
famous Maîson Carrée determined a new construction date from the 
Hadrianic period. Anderson shies away from associating this temple 
with Plotina, but he suggests that it was one of Hadrian’s “imperial 
donations…to the city’s architectural glorifi cation” as part of his ef-
forts to commemorate Plotina’s death.80

While these sources illustrate how Hadrian honored Plotina 
upon notice of her death, no explicit evidence of her consecratio ex-
ists. Nowhere in literary sources is Plotina referred to as diva. Th e 
list of the Feriale Duranum from 183 AD includes both Plotina and 
Matidia among the divi honored by the army,81 but the absence of 
coins commemorating Plotina’s consecratio makes it diffi  cult to as-
sign a date to her death and deifi cation. An inscription from Had-
rian’s temple to Trajan and late Hadrianic gold medallions indicate 
that Plotina was considered divine during Hadrian’s rule. Th e tem-
ple dedication, emended to Divine Trajan and Divine Plotina, shows 
a recognition of her divinity by the Senate and people. Th e date of 
the medallions ranges from 128-138, and they celebrate the divinity 
of both of Hadrian’s parents.82
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As with Trajan and Matidia, Plotina’s divinity distinguishes Had-
rian’s adopted family and the emperorship in general. Th e minimal 
evidence for her deifi cation in Rome might contradict the earlier 
argument for Hadrian’s particular concern for the public presenta-
tion of his acts of deifi cation, but the evidence in Nemausus extends 
and supports this conclusion. Hadrian utilized Plotina’s hometown 
connection and established the imperial cult’s strong presence in this 
provincial town by building a temple in commemoration of her di-
vinity. Solidifying control of the provinces was a characteristic con-
cern for Hadrian, and the Basilica of Plotina that he established is a 
standing reminder of the town’s relationship to Rome. 

While most scholars believe otherwise, the possibility that Ploti-
na never received the consecratio designation from the Senate should 
not be ignored.83 As the missing S C legend for Matidia might sig-
nal the fi rst step away from the civilis princeps model, the absence of 
evidence might refl ect a further progression towards the Senate’s ac-
ceptance of Hadrian’s autocratic authority. Based on the deifi cation 
of earlier Augustae, Plotina’s divinity was presumed before she died. 
Hadrian may never have sought offi  cial divine honors for her after he 
returned from his travels years later. After a four-year absence from 
the capital, his top priority may not have been orchestrating the 
elaborate proceedings of deifi cation, however important Plotina was 
to him. As the case of Antinous will illustrate next, Hadrian was not 
opposed to creating deities independently of Senatorial approval. 

Antinous 
Of all Hadrian’s acts of deifi cation, that of Antinous stands out 

as the most unorthodox. Antinous was a young man from modern-
day Turkey who drowned in the Nile while he was traveling in Egypt 
in 130 in Hadrian’s company.84 Nothing is recorded of him before 
his death; the ambiguous circumstances surrounding his drowning 
have inspired many writers to put forth their personal theories, and 
his image remains one of the most ubiquitous and memorable fi g-
ures in classical art. Th e literary tradition and Hadrian’s background 
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imply that the two men had a homosexual relationship, which 
Christian writers in late antiquity used as a stock example of the dis-
solute behavior of pagan Romans.85 Th e cause of his death and his 
relationship with Hadrian raise questions that the historical record 
can never answer. I will discuss the fact that is clear: in a matter of 
years after his death, Antinous became a god. His deifi cation has 
astonished historians of antiquity for ages. Hadrian’s act of deifying 
a non-imperial family member remains an anomaly in Roman his-
tory, for Antinous was the last pagan god created before Christianity 
became the new offi  cial religion. 

Although the record of material evidence on Antinous is espe-
cially extensive, rivaling only that of Augustus and Hadrian in the 
amount of statuary, the contemporaneous literary sources provide 
minimal background on Antinous. Dio says that he was from Clau-
diopolis, a trade-oriented town in the province of Bithynia.86 Th e 
SHA only discusses Hadrian’s feminine (muliebriter, a disparaging 
description) reaction to his sudden death, and Dio presents the op-

posing theories that his 
drowning was an accident 
or a purposeful sacrifi ce.87 
Some historians believe 
that Antinous joined the 

imperial court as early as 124 when Hadrian was on his fi rst tour 
of the provinces, but Anthony Birley, the author of the most recent 
biography of Hadrian, does not settle on a specifi c date for their 
fi rst meeting.88 Hadrian was touring Egypt in 130 on a second tour 
of the provinces, and at some uncertain point, Antinous must have 
joined the traveling party. An inscription found at Heraclea Pontica 
dating to 130 certifi es that his death must have occurred before the 
end of the year. In this town on the Black Sea, an acting guild re-
corded in stone its new name, the “Sacred Hadrianaic-Antinoan…
Synodos,” which indicates that knowledge of Antinous’ death and 
deifi cation had been disseminated by this time.89

His deifi cation has astonished 
historians of antiquity for ages.
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Indeed, a profusion of signs of the cult of Antinous occurred be-
tween 131 and 138 around the Empire. A circular relief that shows 
Hadrian boar hunting is the only source that might not be posthu-
mous: some critics argue that a background fi gure represents Anti-
nous.90 Th is sculptural piece, one of eight tondos found on the Arch 
of Constantine, is the only material evidence that (perhaps) depicts 
Hadrian and Antinous together. A complementary literary source 
to the hunting motif is a Greek poem written by the Alexandrian 
Pankrates, who retells the experience of Hadrian and Antinous on a 
lion hunt.91

Whether or not these sources legitimately predate Antinous’ 
death, the majority of statuary, coins, temples, and other relevant 
evidence is posthumous. Th e honorary material evidence for this 
individual is vast in extent, number, and form. Some reference to 
Antinous can be found in every Roman province.92 More than one 
hundred marble statues of Antinous exist, from Carthage to Cy-
prus.93 Th irty-one cities, all in Greece and Asia Minor, issued coins 
in honor of Antinous, and gold medallions, bowls, and other tokens 
feature various representations.94 

Th e godhead of Antinous took a more varied form than the divi 
of the imperial cult. Royston Lambert identifi es four main represen-
tations of Antinous. Th e fi rst, the “divine ephebe,” conceptualizes 
him as a naked innocent with minimal signs of divinity. Th is appro-
priates tropes of the Greek god Dionysus, commonly portrayed as 
an adolescent with a laurel wreath or thyrsus. Coins from fi ve cities 
and more than sixty statues depict him without markers of divin-
ity. In twenty-two cities, coins commemorate Antinous as a hero, 
the second form. Th e Greeks conceive a hero as a lower-level de-
ity, a human being who attained immortality through virtue, such 
as Achilles or Herakles.95 Th ird, Antinous most commonly assumes 
the image of a full god, often being assimilated to well-known local 
divinities. Osiris-Antinous was particularly popular in Egypt, but 
he became Hermes at Rome and Iacchos-Antinous at Adramyttion. 
Th e fi nal form, “a full divinity entirely in his own right,” appears at 
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major cult centers and in later literature that recognize him as “the 
god Antinous.”96

Within a week after Antinous’ death, Hadrian made a decision 
to found a city in Egypt where Antinous drowned. Th e eponymous-
ly-named Antinoopolis became the primary cult center dedicated to 
espousing Hadrianic ideology and the divinity of Antinous. Th ere, 
Hadrian arranged that the Megala Antinoeia, memorial games in the 
Greek tradition, were to be held every spring, and they continued 
until the fourth century.97 Hadrian’s city plan imposed the idea that 
Antinous was divine by putting him in a category of well-established 
divinities of Roman, Greek, and Egyptian religion. Hadrian con-
trolled the components of such projects, and the names chosen for 
Antinoopolis’ neighborhoods particularly refl ect Hadrian’s interests. 
Th ey derive from diff erent categories but include references to Tra-
jan, Matidia, Sabina, and other divine relatives; deities from foreign 
and traditional Roman religions, such as Zeus, Athena, and Eleusis; 
and ideals of peace and security.98 In the midst of this integration, 
Hadrian established a place for Antinous’ divinity. 

In the same way, the architecture at Antinoopolis had a medley 
of styles that incorporated the new deity. Elements from the original 
town Hir-Wer and its old temples shared space with a fantastic col-
onnade of 1344 Doric columns.99 Hadrian plotted the city on Greek-
style plans and adopted constitutional policies for it from the oldest 
Greek settlement in Egypt, Naucratis. To encourage settlement, he 
also granted new privileges, notably a grain dole and permission for 
Greeks and Egyptians to intermarry.100 Statues of Antinous decorat-
ed streets and temples, and his presence was inescapable. A colossal 
bronze statue of Antinous lasted until 375, and Hadrian’s city for his 
new god remained an active cult center centuries after its founder 
died. Today it stands in ruins, but as the printmaker Pierre Jornard 
captured in his seventeenth-century drawing, Antinoopolis “even in 
empty dilapidation remained breathtaking in scale and beauty.”101

In addition to the city founded in commemoration, the wealth of 
honors Antinous received is astounding. Why did Hadrian respond 
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in such a extravagant way? Dio off ers an explanation based on the 
idiosyncrasies of the emperor:

For Hadrian, as I have stated, was always very curious and 
employed divinations and incantations of all kinds. Accord-
ingly, he honored Antinous, either because of his love for 
him or because the youth had voluntarily undertaken to 
die (it being necessary that a life should be surrendered 
freely for the accomplishment of the ends Hadrian had in 
view).102  

Th e “ends Hadrian had in view” probably refer to the theory that 
Hadrian was seeking to restore his health and believed mystic Egyp-
tian practices could assist him.103  Th e SHA also refers to the same 
two reasons for Antinous’ deifi cation.104

At this point in his life, Hadrian was fi fty-four years old but 
still childless. Th e term that Dio uses to refer to Antinous, παιδικὰ, 
means “child” but also “darling” or another term of endearment. Ir-
respective of the degree to which their relationship was sexual, Had-
rian and Antinous were close. If the claim is true that Antinous died 
for the emperor’s well-being, it partially rationalizes the extreme 
honors Hadrian granted in gratitude for Antinous’ self-sacrifi ce. 

At the same time, the deifi cation of Antinous broke all conven-
tions for these acts. Th e swift actions on the part of Hadrian left no 
time to gain Senatorial approval in Rome. Hadrian, quite autocrati-
cally, advanced his plans in Egypt and the eastern provinces. Th e 
Arval Brethren have no records of Antinous, so he must not have 
been recognized as one of the divi, and it was unlikely that the Sen-
ate would have granted consecratio or a public funeral.105

Th e SHA claims that the Greeks deifi ed Antinous because of 
Hadrian’s wish, based on their (false) belief that Antinous gave ora-
cles.106 In addition to the statues and city Antinous received as hon-
ors, Dio says that Hadrian believed reports of Antinous’ becoming 
a star through a phenomenon known as catasterism. Th ese accounts 



A Man Among Gods :  Eva lua t ing  the  S ign f icance 
o f  Hadr ian ’ s  Act s  o f  Dei f i ca t ion 

80

explain how Hadrian deifi ed and spread the cult of Antinous by 
means independent of the Senate in Rome. Th e addition of this ex-
planation refl ects how unconventional Hadrian’s behavior was, and 
both sources convey that Hadrian was responsible for making Anti-
nous into a god. When he tried to arrogate elements of traditional 
deifi cation, such as the sight of a new star, he garnered ridicule for 
its obvious artifi ciality. Hadrian’s method worked regardless and the 
cult quickly spread. 

Hadrian’s lack of communication with the Senate on this matter 
shows disregard for the normal appearance of a balance of power. He 
now assumed the right to deify whomever he wished, which contrasts 
with his treatment of Trajan’s deifi cation at the inception of his rule. 
After a decade of ruling the empire, Hadrian would have known the 
limits of his political strength. While Antinous’ deifi cation does not 
seem to be caused by megalomania, the way he honored Antinous 
was autocratic nevertheless. Hadrian’s ability to install this fi gure as 
a god throughout the Roman empire illustrates his arbitrary control 
over the act of deifi cation. 

At the same time, Hadrian demonstrated insight into how to 
manage Antinous’ deifi cation appropriately. Th e Senate probably 
would not have welcomed Hadrian’s rationale for deifying Antinous, 
and it does not seem as if Hadrian ever tried to justify his actions. 
Perhaps he recognized that he was breaking conventions, and thus 
continued to circumvent the Senate. After he resumed his tour of the 
provinces, he used his visits to promote the cult of Antinous. Dio 
says Hadrian “set up statues, or rather sacred images of [Antinous], 
practically all over the world.”107 In many places, the preparations 
for a visit from the emperor included some form of commemora-
tion through the creation of new temples, statues, or coins in honor 
of Antinous. Before Hadrian returned to Rome in 134, the cult had 
disseminated widely. 

Th e manifestation of the cult of Antinous is particularly in-
teresting for its relationship to the imperial cult. Antinous had no 
relation to the imperial family, and there is a sharp distinction in 
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the iconography of Antinous and the imperial cult. Still, Hadrian 
roused interest in the cult of Antinous wherever he traveled, and 
despite a decrease in artistic work dedicated to Antinous, worship 
of his cult continued after Hadrian’s death. Th e major cult centers 
held his commemorative games for centuries, and the attention paid 
by Christian critics demonstrates that this fi gure remained front and 
center in the public eye. Th is raises important points about the rela-
tionship between the cult of Antinous and Hadrian’s political poli-
cies and whether it aff ected the reception of the imperial cult in the 
provinces. 

First, Hadrian’s separation of Antinous from the imperial cult 
allowed him to disregard the standard representations of divi and 
adopt the most appropriate form for a specifi c locale. Royston Lam-
bert’s four categories of Antinous’ representational forms exhibit the 
diff erent ways Antinous could be depicted, and indeed, these statu-
ary types seem correlated to location. Th e godlike form of Antinous 
was the most common, but in Greece the heroic aspect was empha-
sized more.108 A relief found at the shrine of Diana in Lanuvium 
portrays Antinous as Silvanus, a shepherd deity connected to this 
goddess of hunting. Th e Osiris-Antinous’ image is only found in 
the eastern provinces. Th e multi-faceted godhead of Antinous had 
the capacity to adopt local religions’ styles and forms. Th is fl exibility 
facilitated the quick and enthusiastic acceptance of his cult, which 
exemplifi es Hadrian’s shrewd strategy to assimilate the provinces. 

Th e cult of Antinous gained additional popularity because of 
its connection to chthonic cults, or religious groups that honored 
the gods of the underworld. Th e sacrifi ce-based mysteries of Ele-
usis, Dionysus, and Osiris became models for the celebrations at 
cult centers of Antinous, which perhaps reenacted the circumstances 
of his death.109 Antinous often assimilated the form of gods related 
to rebirth and resurrection, most frequently Dionysus, Osiris, or 
Hermes, all of whom mythological accounts allege to have descend-
ed to the underworld.110 Th e cult of Antinous found a niche among 
a larger group of foreign cults that had a concern for the afterlife. 
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Th ese cults, which included worship of Mithras, Magna Mater, and 
even Jesus Christ, enjoyed increasing interest during this time, and 
the cult of Antinous successfully addressed contemporaneous reli-
gious needs.111

Furthermore, the cult of Antinous fostered a sense of identifi ca-
tion on the personal level, in contrast with the detachment of the 
ritual-based customs of the traditional imperial cult. As with other 
foreign cults, the mysteries, commemorative games, and oracles en-
couraged active participation. An inscription from Mantinea, the 
Greek mother city of Antinous’ birthplace Claudiopolis, demon-
strates an incorporation of this god into the everyday lives of people 
in the Roman provinces. Th is dedication, written by a father for 
his late son, “whom the god Antinous himself loved dearly as one 
enthroned with the immortals,” portrays a genuine religious belief 
distinct from politically-minded emperor worship.112

Despite the engaged approach, the religion was still a part of the 
larger imperial cult. Hadrian supported the activities of the cult of 
Antinous, and Dio emphasizes the religious aspect of Hadrian’s ef-
forts to set up images of Antinous, deliberately referring to the stat-
ues of Antinous as ἀγάλματα (religious icons meriting veneration), 
as opposed to ἀνδριάντας (secular artwork).113 Recognition of Anti-
nous’ divinity signaled respect for the emperor’s beliefs; therefore, in 
a certain way, to worship Antinous was to worship Hadrian.114 While 
cities in the eastern provinces already had called Hadrian Zeus, the 
“new Dionysus,” and other divine titles, the “grassroots” worship of 
Antinous permitted localities to express their devotion to the impe-
rial cult in variety of ways. Th is was an eff ective policy for Hadrian, 
and it was applicable across the empire. 

Accordingly, the widespread acceptance of the cult of Antinous 
paralleled a widespread acceptance of the emperorship. Caroline 
Vout calls Antinous “a crucial cog in the re-enactment of imperial 
power that took place in visiting temples, singing hymns, saying 
prayers, and erecting statues,” which suggests that the deifi cation 
of Antinous aligns with Hadrian’s policy of consolidating control 
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of the empire.115 Antinous, as a native of Asia Minor, became “the 
‘friendly face’ of imperium” for Hadrian’s initiatives in the eastern 
provinces.116 

Indeed, one of Hadrian’s lasting contributions was the reorga-
nization of the Panhellenion, an empire-wide committee of Greek 
cities. Th is congregation cohered and later sent delegates to Rome 
to represent the Greek bloc, which increased these areas’ participa-
tion in the Roman government. Hadrian designated the shrine of 
Demeter at Eleusis as the main mystic cult for this group, a center 
which celebrated annual games in honor of Antinous. Th e support 
of the Panhellenion in turn fostered the cult of Antinous, as records 
show that his games lasted more than 150 years.117 Hadrian’s names 
for the neighborhoods of Antinoopolis also connected policy and 
cult by introducing imperial ideology into residents’ daily lives. In 
the same way that the monuments in Rome served as reminders of 
imperial power, the institution of names, games, and other manifes-
tations of Antinous established Hadrian’s presence in the provinces. 

In Rome, no coin issues or temples ever recognized the divinity 
of Antinous, although an obelisk dedicated to Antinous stands on 
the Pincio Hill today.118 Th is monumental structure, once thought to 
have been erected at Antinoopolis, is now believed to have been relo-
cated from Hadrian’s villa in Tibur. At this expansive retreat, recent 
excavations have revealed the remains of what seems to be a sanctu-
ary dedicated to Antinous, where the obelisk could have marked his 
burial spot. Th is Antinoeion recreates an Egyptian landscape, which 
justifi es the signfi cant amount of Antinous-Osiris sculpture found at 
his villa. Such a complex, built inside his private villa, is a response 
to the personal loss Hadrian felt at Antinous’ death rather than a 
demonstration of imperial policy. Th e widespread evidence in mate-
rial culture illustrates that Hadrian eff ectively disseminated the cult 
of Antinous across the empire. His motives are less easily accounted 
for. Th is private building complex is a reminder of the close personal 
relationships Hadrian had with the individuals he deifi ed. 
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Sabina
Hadrian’s wife Sabina became a diva, but who deifi ed her is un-

certain. She died before Hadrian’s death in 138, but no sources give 
a defi nite date for her deifi cation. Th e Egyptian hieroglyphs on the 
Antioeion obelisk record a supplication to Osiris-Antinous praying 
for the health of Hadrian and Sabina, and the inclusion of Sabina on 
the obelisk adds to the debate about whether or not she was the last 
person Hadrian deifi ed. Th is reference to Sabina suggests that she 
was still living in 134 when the obelisk was inscribed after Hadrian’s 
return to Rome from his provincial tour. Th ere is a monumental re-
lief that depicts a winged fi gure carrying Sabina upwards as Hadrian 
watches. Both the Feriale Duranum and the Arval Brethren list her 
along other divi celebrated in the third century. Coins were struck 
featuring the legend DIVA AUG SABINA—CONSECRATIO, 
similar to the commemorative coins for Marciana and Matidia, but 
their dates are uncertain and could be assigned to the issues of Had-
rian’s successor. It is possible that Hadrian’s successor deifi ed her for 
the same reasons Hadrian deifi ed Plotina, but the constant presenta-
tion of Sabina in material evidence implies a continued interest on 
Hadrian’s part.119

Sabina’s marriage to Hadrian at the age of fi fteen was a politi-
cal arrangement devised by Plotina, although Trajan was less willing 
to support the match.120 A political dimension defi ned their mar-
riage from the beginning. When Septicius Clarus and Suetonius, 
two of Hadrian’s top offi  cials in Britannia, behaved toward Sabina in 
a manner that breached proper court etiquette, Hadrian dismissed 
them.121 His strong reaction, as well as the fact that she accompanied 
Hadrian to the provinces, indicates that she was an important fi gure. 
Various provinces erected statues and dedicatory inscriptions of her 
as Juno, and coins link her to the traditional matronly virtues of con-
cordia, pietas, and pudicitia as well as other goddesses. Like Matidia 
and Plotina, Sabina is a model of virtue for her family and state. 
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Th e promise of her deifi cation increased in 128 when coin issues 
of Sabina began. In this year, the Senate granted Hadrian the title 
of pater patriae, and in conjunction with this title, she was named 
Augusta.122 Th is designation marks the concordia between them, al-
though literary sources present their relationship as much less har-
monious. Th e SHA claims that Hadrian, complaining about her 
ill-temper and bitterness, said he would have dismissed her along 
with his offi  cials had he been a private citizen.123 Later accounts 
claim Hadrian poisoned her, but the public presentation of their re-
lationship depicted in material sources never presents their marriage 
as strained, despite the lack of children. Her inclusion on the obelisk 
of Antinous, if indeed it was a private monument, indicates she was 
an integral part of his life. 

If Sabina was an important fi gure in Hadrian’s personal and pub-
lic life, then he would have sought divine honors for her upon her 
death. Th e lack of heirs would have been the only reason not to deify 
Sabina, and her primary distinction was her position in the imperial 
court. Th is status, and the virtues she exemplifi ed, had been suffi  -
cient reason to deify Matidia, and unless circumstances had changed, 
Sabina probably followed their path to heaven. Th e additional eff ect 
of divine honors would have refl ected admirably on Hadrian, with 
his wife’s divinity preparing the path for his future deifi cation, and 
would have represented the concordia of their marriage and possibly 
a return to conventional Roman mores after the Antinous aff air. 

On the other hand, the decision to deify Hadrian was highly 
contentious, and the timing of Sabina’s deifi cation aff ects how one 
evaluates the subsequent deifi cation of Hadrian himself. If Hadri-
an’s successor divinized Sabina, this act would have eff ects similar 
to Hadrian’s deifi cation of Plotina, in that he displayed his pietas to-
wards his adopted family. Th e delay in deifying Sabina might signal 
discord between Hadrian and the Senate in his last years as emperor, 
for it would have been unconventional not to deify an augusta. Per-
haps at this time, Hadrian, drained by the ordeal of Antinous’ death 
or by the violent revolt that had erupted in Judaea, lacked the same 
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motivation to initiate the proceedings. Th e speculation about Sa-
bina’s deifi cation has led me to conclude that such ambiguity char-
acterizes our knowledge about Hadrian’s rule.

What is the overall signifi cance of Hadrian’s acts of deifi ca-
tion? 

Under the despotic rule of Domitian, the façade of the civilis 
princeps had fallen, and people had grown conditioned to autocratic 
rule. Domitian nearly violated the taboo of Roman kingship, but 
the Antonine emperors such as Hadrian heralded a return to lib-
ertas.124 Th e successive emperors consciously distanced themselves 
from Domitian (who had promoted himself as dominus et deus) and 
instead returned to the Augustan means of establishing authority 
through the nomination of a divus. Hadrian was particularly adept 
at fi nding new paths to power within the constraints of tradition, 
and his ability to take control of the system without disrupting it 
shows a greater tolerance for blatant autocracy than expected. 

Deifi cation was a crucial part of Hadrian’s political agenda, both 
in Rome and in the provinces. While it was not unusual for him to 
seek deifi cation of members of the imperial family, he was able to 
incorporate this custom of commemoration into his political strat-
egy. Th e extraordinary honors he bestowed on these divi refl ected a 
heightened concern for the public presentation of these acts. Indeed, 
their timing suggests that these spectacles had a political dimension. 
Th e deifi cation of Trajan confi rmed Hadrian’s adoption and legiti-
mized his authority as Trajan’s heir, giving the appearance of con-
tinuous dynastic rule. Th e deifi cation of Matidia in the following 
year bolstered his power as well, for he became not only the son of a 
god, but the in-law of a diva. Th e associated public gifts and build-
ings appealed to the populace, who cooperated fully with this show 
of power. Hadrian’s relationship to divinity grew closer. 

While he was far away from Rome, Hadrian continued to uti-
lize the divinity of the imperial family to gain a greater authority. 
Plotina’s death allowed him to construct a commemorative building 
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for her in Nemausus that connected this provincial city to the im-
perial cult. Th e eff ects of deifi cation of Antinous, regardless of the 
intrigue, resounded through the empire, and the power dynamics 
between the provinces and the central administration permanently 
changed. Th e intractable eastern provinces especially embraced this 
manifestation of the imperial cult. Th e immense popularity of the 
god Hadrian created refl ected his ability to appropriate local tradi-
tions and expectations. 

At the end of his twenty-one years as emperor, Hadrian had 
strengthened the administration in Rome and in the provinces. Ul-
timately, he was powerless to control a Jewish uprising in the prov-
inces, just as he lacked the power to prevent the death of his beloved 
Antinous. Th e unclear date of Sabina’s deifi cation signals a change 
in his treatment of imperial power in the last years of his rule. He 
succumbed to heart disease after a torturous illness. 

Six months before his death, he designated his successor, Aure-
lius Antoninus, who was reluctant to accept his adoption. Antoni-
nus’ battles with the Senate to grant Hadrian divine honors earned 
him the cognomen “Pius.”125 Th e man who so freely allotted divinity 
barely achieved it himself. 

It was part of Hadrian’s legacy to lay a path that the successive 
Antonine emperors followed, and the Empire enjoyed unprecedent-
ed stability. Hadrian turned away from Trajan’s pursuit of conquest 
and instead concentrated on establishing imperial authority every-
where from the far reaches of the frontier to the heart of Rome. 
Th e act of deifi cation was characteristic of his non-violent assertion 
of authority, and it became the key to smoothing the transition of 
power between two non-related emperors. Until the violent assas-
sination of the emperor Commodus, who would inherit the throne 
from his father, a comparative peace was established by these gods 
among men. 
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Redefi ning Death: 
An Argument for a Person-Based Criteria

JOSEPH VENTURINI

Clearly, then, it is the easiest of all things to demolish a defi nition, 
while to establish one is the hardest.
– Aristotle, Topics1 

Introduction
In the middle of the twentieth century, the defi nition of death 

changed for the fi rst time in millennia. An individual was now con-
sidered dead when her brain was dead —even if her heart was still 
beating. Th is new defi nition changed the way physicians, clergy, and 
lay-people thought about the end of life. Th is paper chronicles the 
acceptance of total-brain death as a legal defi nition in the United 
States and questions whether further modifi cation of the defi nition 
of death is necessary. Specifi cally, this paper attempts to outline the 
relationship between life and personhood in an attempt to inform 
the way we defi ne death where our current defi nition is lacking. 
I propose higher-brain death as an alternative defi nition of death 
in the United States and assess the ethical implications of such a 
defi nition. 

Part 1: A Brief History of Death in the Western World
1.1 Death in the Enlightenment

In the eighteenth century, diagnosis of death was relatively 
simple. When a person became unconscious, a physician (usually) 
would feel for a pulse, listen for breathing, and determine if the in-
dividual’s pupils were fi xed. Despite these basic measures, however, 
disagreement about a defi nition of death persisted. Some writings 
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from the time describe dead persons awakening during funerals and 
exhumed bodies found to have clawed at their coffi  n lids.2  In an ef-
fort to prevent premature burials, many Enlightenment physicians 
proposed putrefaction (decomposition) as the only reliable sign of 
death. Th is method worked, but it created signifi cant public health 
issues for the surrounding community. 

As the Enlightenment came to a close, medical expertise became 
more common and eff ective. Th e invention of the stethoscope in 
1816 made it easier for physicians to identify normal and abnormal 
heart-sounds, which they quickly began to associate with certain 
medical problems.3 Th is new ability—as well as the advancement of 
pathology and other research initiatives—allowed the medical fi eld 
to gain signifi cant insight into the nature of disease and death.     

1.2 Th e Triangle of Life: the Brain, Heart, and Lungs
In 1800, Marie François Xavier Bichat, a renowned French phys-

iologist, published his Recherches physiologiques sur la vie et la mort 
(Physiological research on life and death). Medical historian Elizabeth 
Haigh considers the work a synthesis of nearly all the important 
medical concepts that had evolved in the eighteenth century; she be-
lieves the book is an appropriate indicator of contemporary medical 
thought.4  Bichat, the founder of Doctor Larivière’s surgical school, 
opened his study with the assertion: “Life consists in the sum of the 
functions which resist death.”6 Bichat then identifi ed two separate 
lives that made up an individual: animal and organic. For Bichat, 
organic life was the essential aspect of life held in common by all 
living things.7  In humans, for example, organic functions were the 
homeostatic and autonomic functions, such as respiration, circula-
tion, and metabolism. By contrast, animal life was the irregular, ra-
tional, and habitual life.8 Bichat believed that the organic life began 
at conception; and that animal life began at birth and was the fi rst to 
leave the body at death. Th ese organic and animal lives were distinct 
throughout the life of the body. “While the organic life may exist 
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both before and after the animal life, the latter does not persist even 
for a moment once the former is extinguished.”9 

Despite his understanding of an inherent dichotomy in the liv-
ing human being, Bichat did not indicate any notion of a separation 
between consciousness and organic life. Th e importance of this sepa-
ration will become evident in the discussion of personhood in part 
three of this paper. 

Bichat is signifi cant for our discussion because of the way he 
connected his organic-animal dichotomy to human physiology. He 
believed that the organic and animal lives interacted through the 
relationship of three central organs: the heart, the lungs, and the 
brain. Bichat identifi ed these organs as essential to life and formu-
lated what may be called his “defi nition” of death in the following 
terms: “Since they constitute the three centres in which all the sec-
ondary phenomena of the two lives are terminated, whenever they 
cease to act, the phenomena which depend upon them must cease 
also and general death ensue.”10 Bichat, and most likely many other 
scientists of his time, understood the vital role of the brain, heart, 
and lungs for continued human life, and therefore, for death.

1.3 Cardiopulmonary Death: Th e Classic Defi nition 
By the early twentieth century, physicians had a moderately so-

phisticated understanding of disease and the human body. Physi-
ologists had solved many biological mysteries, including the basic 
mechanism of the heart and circulatory system, the chemical nature 
of blood, and the identity of infl uenza. Researchers had also gained 
signifi cant insight into infectious disease, hormone disorders, and 
nutritional maladies.11 As a whole, medicine was growing and taking 
larger strides in its fi ght against disease.

As physicians learned more about the science of illness, they 
became more adept at preserving life and delaying death. At the 
time, the Western medical community continued to rely solely on 
the cardiopulmonary defi nition of death. Th e so-called “heart-lung” 
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defi nition declared a person dead when he or she experienced per-
manent cessation of the fl ow of vital body fl uids, such as blood. 
Physicians usually determined death by checking the patient for a 
pulse, fi xed pupils, and the absence of respiratory eff orts. If none 
were present, the physician declared the patient deceased.12  
 
1.4 Life-Sustaining Treatment and Total-Brain Death   

Th e invention of mechanical respirators, defi brillators, and other 
life support technologies in the mid-twentieth century cast doubt on 
the classic cardiopulmonary defi nition of death. Ventilators allowed 
physicians to reverse respiratory failure in patients whose brains had 
been without blood fl ow (ischemia) or oxygen (anoxia) due to a trau-
matic injury or cardiac arrest.13 In many circumstances, if the period 
of brain anoxia was limited, the patient could regain consciousness, 
and usually the ability to breathe on his or her own. If the period 
of ischemia or anoxia caused signifi cant brain damage, however, the 
individual would sometimes fail to regain brain function, and inde-
pendent, spontaneous respiration would be lost permanently.14  In 
the latter case, with the aid of a ventilator, physicians were able to 
maintain respiration and circulation in the patient’s body, despite 
the patient’s complete loss of brain function. Continued function of 
the patient’s heart and lungs sustained the other organs. Essentially, 
the ventilator allowed previously lethal brain damage to coexist with 
otherwise normal body function. Th is maintenance was not perma-
nent, but usually the patient could be kept “alive,” according to the 
cardiopulmonary defi nition of death, for several days.15

Th e contradiction of a patient having a “dead” brain and a 
“healthy” body leads physicians and philosophers to consider wheth-
er many patients were actually alive or dead. Th e most well-known 
response to the medical community’s rising concerns came from 
the Ad Hoc Committee of the Harvard Medical School to Examine 
Brain Death. Its report A Defi nition of Irreversible Coma described 
the clinical characteristics of an individual with a nonfunctioning 
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brain. According to the report, such a patient exhibited the following 
criteria: (1) unreceptive and unresponsive to all stimuli, (2) lacking 
spontaneous16 movement or breathing, and (3) showing no refl exes, 

including no ocular refl ex, 
no blinking, and no pos-
tural activity, with fi xed, 
dilated pupils.17  In addi-
tion, the Harvard model 
demanded that the patient 
in question exhibit no 
brain activity as evidenced 

by an isoelectric electroencephalogram18 (EEG) and required that 
the EEG be repeated after twenty-four hours to confi rm a complete, 
sustained loss of brain function. Th e report referred to this state in-
terchangeably as (total-) brain death and irreversible coma.19

1.5 Higher-Brain Death: Drawing the Line a Little Higher
Th e Harvard Criteria required an unconscious patient to lose func-
tion of his or her entire brain and brain stem in order to be consid-
ered total-brain dead. Th e irreversible coma that resulted from such 
a loss of brain function could only be maintained with mechanical 
respiration. Some patients who experienced cerebral injuries simi-
lar to those in permanent comas, however, regained or maintained 
brainstem function. Th ese patients, whose cerebrums—the cen-
ter of consciousness, thought, and identity—were still completely 
non-functional, exhibited similar symptoms to those in permanent 
coma.20 Th ey showed no signs of self- or environmental awareness, 
but they retained eye movements associated with sleep-wake cycles, 
and some regained independent respiratory control. Th is “eyes open 
unconsciousness” became known as a persistent vegetative state 
(PVS) in 1972.21 Some physicians and ethicists argued that patients 
in PVS ought to be considered dead by “higher-brain” criteria. Th is 
set of alternate criteria became known as higher-brain death. I will 

Th e contradiction of a patient 

having a “dead” brain and a “healthy” 

body leads physicians and philoso-

phers to consider whether many pa-

tients were actually alive or dead.
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describe the details of PVS and its diff erences from total-brain death 
more specifi cally in section 2.4.

1.6 A Uniform Defi nition of Death
Caregivers gradually accepted brain-centered criteria for deter-

mination of death, but much confusion remained about their ap-
plication.22  In particular, it remained unclear whether total-brain 
death or higher-brain death should be the standard legal defi nition 
of death. 

In addition to the ethical and philosophical implications of this 
issue, practical concerns accelerated the discussion of brain-centered 
criteria for death. Th e development of transplantation surgery pres-
sured physicians to determine a precise moment of death. Once a 
physician could declare a patient dead, the patient’s organs were 
available for harvest and subsequent transplantation. Chances of 
successful transplantation dropped rapidly once the donor’s circu-
lation and breathing stopped.23  For this reason, ideal donors were 
otherwise healthy individuals who after traumatic brain injuries 
were being maintained on ventilators due to lost brain function. 
Early declarations of death in these cases would allow physicians to 
save additional lives, but removing a patient’s organs prematurely—
for instance, if the patient were still legally alive—would be homi-
cide and therefore morally reprehensible. At the same time, many 
caregivers were also considering the fi nancial implications of such 
preservation. Th e costs of maintaining patients who lacked brain 
function were considerable, and some physicians wondered if the 
treatment was futile and irresponsible in light of universally escalat-
ing medical spending.

Th us, in 1981, the President’s Commission for the Study of Eth-
ical Problems in Medicine and Biomedical and Behavioral Research 
published a report entitled Defi ning Death: Medical, Legal, and Ethi-
cal Issues in the Determination of Death. Th e report addressed the need 
for a legal alternative to the cardiopulmonary defi nition, specifi cally, 



102

Redef in ing  Death:An Argument  fo r  a  Per son-Based  Cr i te r ia

one that would be “equally reliable” and agree with public concep-
tions of death.24  Th e report acknowledged three possible concep-
tions of death: the whole-brain (total-brain), the higher-brain, and 
the non-brain (cardiopulmonary) defi nitions.25  

Th e outcome of the Commission was a “deliberately conserva-
tive” moderation of the legal defi nition of death that included only 
the whole-brain and cardiopulmonary conceptions.26  Th e Com-
mission felt that the higher-brain defi nition was not “amenable to 
clear articulation” in public policy, due to the lack of knowledge 
of the physical nature of consciousness and cognition.27  Th e re-
port also noted the lack of reliable assessments of consciousness as 
a practical argument against a higher-brain formulation. With the 
endorsement of the American Bar Association, the American Medi-
cal Association, and the National Conference of Commissioners on 
Uniform State Laws, the President’s Commission proposed the fol-
lowing statute for immediate implementation in all jurisdictions of 
the United States: 

Uniform Determination of Death Act
An individual who has sustained either (1) irreversible cessa-
tion of circulatory and respiratory functions, or (2) irrevers-
ible cessation of all functions of the entire brain, including 
the brain stem, is dead. A determination of death must be 
made in accordance with accepted medical standards.28 

Th e Uniform Determination of Death Act was legally accepted by 
nearly every jurisdiction in the United States. Most religious denom-
inations endorsed the defi nition, with the exception of Orthodox 
Judaism, which only accepted the cardiopulmonary determination 
for theological reasons.29

In December 2008, the President’s Council on Bioethics pub-
lished a white paper, a policy statement, on the controversies sur-
rounding determinations of death. Th e paper sought to provide “a 
careful analysis of the ethical questions raised by the neurological 



j o u r n a l  o f  u n d e r g r a d u a t e  r e s e a r c h

103

standard, i.e., the clinical determination of ‘whole brain death.’”30 
Th e Council concluded that total-brain death remained an ethical-
ly valid determination. Although mentioning higher-brain death, 
the Council primarily considered whether or not total-brain criteria 
were ethically permissible in comparison with the traditional car-
diopulmonary criteria. Th e white paper did not endorse any higher-
brain defi nition of death. 

Part 2: The Physiology of Death
2.1 Normal Function of the Brain, Heart, and Lungs

As Bichat noted over two centuries ago (see above, section 1.2), 
human life relies on the function of three central organs: the brain, 
the heart, and the lungs. Th is section will describe the basic, inter-
related function of these organs and a few of the ways injury or dis-
ease can aff ect that function. 

Th e brain and spinal cord make up the central nervous system. 
Th is system is the “control center” of the rest of the body and oper-
ates by sending and receiving electrical impulses along cells called 
neurons to and from other cells in the body. Th e brain is a large col-
lection of neurons in the skull. It consists of three major regions: the 
cerebrum (higher-brain), the cerebellum, and the brainstem. Th e 
cerebrum is the location of higher thought such as consciousness, 
awareness, rationality, and memory. It is made up of eight lobes: 
left and right frontal, parietal, occipital, and temporal. Th e cerebel-
lum integrates sensory perception, coordination and motor func-
tion. It sits in the hindbrain region below the cerebrum and above 
the brainstem. Th e brainstem is the lowest (and, in evolutionary 
terms, the oldest) part of the brain. It connects the rest of the brain 
with the spinal cord and is made up of three components: the pons, 
medulla oblongata, and the midbrain. Th e brainstem is the center 
of homeostasis and therefore controls vegetative functions like sleep-
wake cycles, respiration, and pupil circumference.  

Th e heart and lungs are the two main organs of the circulato-
ry system. Th e heart is a large muscular organ that pumps blood 
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through circulation. Blood exiting the right ventricle of the heart 
fl ows to the lungs where it becomes oxygenated. Th e oxygenated 
blood then fl ows back to the heart where it is pumped from the left 
ventricle to the rest of the body (including the brain), supplying 
cells with necessary oxygen as well as other nutrients found in blood 
plasma.

2.2 Th e Vital Triangle 
For successful function, the brain, heart, and lungs must work 

interdependently; however, it is unclear which organ is most impor-
tant for healthy function. As part of its homeostatic control of the 
body, the brainstem is responsible for mediating respiration. Conse-
quently, impaired neuronal communication between the brainstem, 
diaphragm, and intercostal muscles, which regulate breathing, can 
stop respiration. If this occurs, the lungs do not fi ll with air, and the 
concentration of oxygen in the blood decreases. Th is lack of oxygen 
in the blood makes it impossible for tissue cells in the brain and 
heart to receive oxygen. If deprived of oxygen for enough time, the 
hypoxic cells die, and organ function declines or ceases. Unlike the 
lungs, the heart is capable of functioning independently of neuronal 
communication. Special “pacemaker” cells in the cardiac tissue sig-
nal the heart to contract spontaneously as long as respiration—nor-
mal or artifi cial—provides the heart muscle with appropriate levels 
of oxygen. If respiratory eff orts are not suffi  cient to supply the heart 
with enough oxygenated blood, however, heart function ceases and 
blood fl ow stops. Without oxygenated blood, the brain and lungs 
cannot continue to function. 

2.3 Th e Physiology of Total-Brain Death
Th ere are several possible injuries that may eliminate all function 

of the brain and leave the rest of the body incapable of homeosta-
sis. Th e Harvard report outlined the most common causes of entire 
brain injury:
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“(1) direct trauma to the head, such as from a motor vehicle 
accident or a gunshot wound, (2) massive spontaneous hem-
orrhage into the brain as a result of ruptured aneurysm or 
complications of high blood pressure, and (3) anoxic dam-
age from cardiac or respiratory arrest or severely reduced 
blood pressure.”31 

Th e majority of these injuries cause fl uid to accumulate in the brain: 
this condition is called cerebral edema. If the edema is severe enough, 
fl uid buildup raises intracranial pressure above that of systolic blood 
pressure, causing a complete loss of blood circulation to the brain. 
Cessation of blood fl ow to the brain, from cerebral edema or oth-
er condition, deprives neural tissue of oxygen and glucose. If kept 
without these vital nutrients for ten to fi fteen minutes, brain cells 
begin to die and the brain eventually loses the ability to function. 
Without any brain function, consciousness, memory, motor ability, 
and homeostasis are all lost.32  

Th e clinical manifestations of total-brain death are not obvious. 
A totally brain-dead patient looks—to the layman’s eyes at least—no 
diff erent than many other living patients in the intensive care unit. 
Th e patient’s chest rises and falls, he is warm to the touch, and he has 
a tube down his throat, connected to a ventilator that is breathing 
for him. Many living patients look this way. However, the total-brain 
dead patient is diff erent because he has permanently lost a number 
of characteristics that are diffi  cult to observe, such as responsiveness, 
consciousness, a gag refl ex, pupillary refl ex, corneal refl ex, and so on. 
A total-brain dead patient is legally dead, but he seems very much 
alive to the uninformed eye. It is this discrepancy—the appearance 
of life in a total-brain dead individual—that makes total-brain death 
so diffi  cult for the families of patients to understand. 
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2.4 Th e Physiology and Care of Individuals in Persistent Vegetative 
States

Th e injuries leading to PVS are frequently similar to those that 
result in total-brain death. When trauma or other pathology leads to 
damaged or hypoxic neural tissue, brainstem function is sometimes 
maintained despite the destruction of the cerebellum and cerebrum. 
In these cases, the eff ected individual may fulfi ll the following crite-
ria for PVS:    

(1) no evidence of awareness of self or environment and an 
inability to interact with others; (2) no evidence of sustained, 
reproducible, purposeful, or voluntary behavioral responses 
to visual, auditory, tactile, or noxious stimuli; (3) no evidence 
of language comprehension or expression; (4) intermittent 
wakefulness manifested by the presence of sleep-wake cycles; 
(5) suffi  ciently preserved hypothalamic and brain-stem auto-
nomic functions to permit survival with medical and nursing 

care; (6) bowel and bladder incontinence; and (7) variably 
preserved cranial-nerve refl exes (pupillary, oculocephalic, 
corneal, vestibulo-ocular, and gag) and spinal refl exes.33

According to Siegler, “A prognosis that (a) vegetative state is ‘per-
sistent’ or ‘permanent’ can be reliably made 3 months after anoxic 
insult34 and 1 year after trauma.”35 Th erefore, if no improvement 
is made within this time frame, patients displaying the criteria for 
PVS may be considered permanently in a vegetative state. Chances 
of recovery from a correctly diagnosed PVS are essentially zero. Th e 
average life expectancy usually ranges between two to fi ve years, and 
survival for more than ten years is rare.36  

It is important to note that the waiting period of three months 
to a year is necessary for a correct diagnosis of PVS. Some patients 
who fulfi ll the criteria for PVS for shorter amounts of time may 
recover in some capacity, but many who do improve never recov-
er their previous quality of life. Th e rare patient who does recover 
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consciousness usually attains only minimal cognitive ability, leaving 
her signifi cantly disabled.37  

Th e major danger in diagnosis of PVS is to mistake it for a mini-
mally conscious state (MCS) or locked-in syndrome. MCS is a rel-
atively new classifi cation of brain function that describes patients 
who exhibit minimal evidence of self- or environmental awareness 
such as following commands, answering yes or no, verbalizing, or 
exhibiting aff ective behavior in response to relevant environmental 
stimuli.38 Th e specifi c functional criteria for MCS are still disputed, 
but the classifi cation is meant to describe those patients with severe 
disability and minimal awareness in order to distinguish them from 
patients in PVS. Locked-in syndrome is a state of consciousness in 
which cognition is maintained but movement and communication 
are prevented by paralysis of the voluntary motor system.39  Th is pa-
ralysis is typically caused by damage in the midbrain.40  

Despite the need for certainty in distinguishing PVS from MCS, 
the diagnostic investigations for PVS are limited. Adequately dif-
ferentiating between PVS and other disorders of impaired con-
sciousness is possible, but diffi  cult. For example, a positron emission 
tomography (PET) scan can be useful to physicians because it pro-
vides information on localized glucose metabolism in the brain—
essentially, whether or not brain neurons are active. PET studies of 
patients in PVS indicate far lower cerebral metabolic rates than pa-
tients who are aware or locked-in. Th e PET scans indicate that the 
metabolic levels of PVS patients are similar to those of individuals 
under general anesthesia.41 Most importantly, recent studies suggest 
that PET scans and functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) 
have weak, but statistically signifi cant, diagnostic ability distinguish-
ing between PVS and MCS.42   

Many patients in PVS require only artifi cial nutrition and hydra-
tion and do not require ventilator support, as Wijdicks and Cran-
ford explain: 
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Patients in a PVS usually have minimal hemodynamic sup-
port. Many patients have had the trachea intubated in the 
initial phases of coma to protect the airway or support in-
suffi  cient respiratory drive, but after a few weeks breathing 
becomes regular through a tracheostomy with only need for 
oxygen to ensure adequate gas exchange.43

Despite independent breathing, patients require constant nursing 
care, which typically includes frequent cleaning, bed turning, and 
muscle fl exing. Additionally, patients in PVS also usually require 
anti-convulsant medications, as well as frequent antibiotic therapy 
to combat opportunistic infection. 

Part 3: Personhood and Death
3.1 Defi ning the Person

Life is a diffi  cult term to defi ne. Nearly all the medical knowl-
edge to date developed entirely to protect and prolong life; yet, most 
medical references refer to life as “a state of living characterized by 
capacity for metabolism, growth, reaction to stimuli, and reproduc-
tion.”44 Th is may be straightforward enough, but most references 
also list alternative defi nitions of life that incorporate the uniqueness 
of a single living organism: “the sequence of physical and mental 
experiences that make up the existence of an individual.”45 Clearly, 
it is diffi  cult to defi ne life, but although the concept eludes simple 
defi nition, it does not seem inappropriate to value life. Most people 
place some inherent value in life, and most of us would not accuse 
the medical world of wasting its time by preserving life when pos-
sible. Th ere is a sense that we know—possibly a priori—that life has 
inherent value, and that medicine is right to go to extreme measures 
to protect and prolong it. With this assumption in mind, the defi ni-
tion of life becomes even more important, and we are left with a vital 
question: how should we defi ne life? 
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It is important to note that diffi  culties in defi ning life are not 
new. In his De Anima, Aristotle attempts to explain his notion of the 
soul, which he labels as the “principle of animal life.”46  In doing so, 
Aristotle explains that a complex living being could be understood 
as a hierarchy of various functions. He distinguishes between nested 
capacities or levels of life: one capable of nourishment, one of per-
ception, one of desire, one of movement, and one of thought. Th ese 
abilities are nested, meaning that each successive step of complex-
ity within the hierarchy is predicated on the step before. A living 
organism capable of perception has to be capable of nourishment 
as well, an organism capable of thought has to be capable of percep-
tion, and so on. For Aristotle, a plant has a basic form of life because 
it nourishes itself, a dog has a more complex form of life because it 
perceived, moved, and feeds itself, and a human being has an even 
more complex life than non-human animals like the dog because the 
human also has the ability to think.

It is necessary to note that the higher capacities are not simply 
added on top of the lower ones. Th e more complex capacities of 
higher animals actually transform the lower capacities by interact-
ing with them. For example, in the regulation of nourishment and 
desire, human beings rationalize their intake of food by governing 
their response to hunger. 

Some 700 years after Aristotle, Augustine created a similar hier-
archical understanding of life. Rather than looking into the nature 
of the soul, Augustine was attempting to explain why God gave hu-
man beings free will. Augustine reasoned that in order to receive free 
choice, a human being must fi rst exist. Th us Augustine examined 
the nature of existence and created his hierarchy: “there are three 
things: existence, life, and understanding. A stone exists, and an ani-
mal is alive, but I do not think that a stone is alive or an animal un-
derstands.”47 

Like Aristotle and Augustine before us, we also may fi nd it help-
ful to diff erentiate between diff erent levels of life. In fact, doing so 
may be more important—and diffi  cult—than ever. Modern science 
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has identifi ed countless species of life on an increasingly wide spec-
trum of complexity. Th e microscope introduced humans to micro-
biology, like bacteria and other microorganisms, but also allowed us 
to examine the human body in increasing detail. We now classify or-
ganisms from one cell to those of trillions of cells as alive.48  So, how 
can we defi ne what life is if it comes in such diff erent complexities?         

As we stated earlier, classic defi nitions of life allude to “[t]he 
property which constitutes the essential diff erence between a liv-
ing animal or plant, or a living portion of organic tissue, and dead 
or non-living matter; the assemblage of the functional activities by 
which the presence of this property is manifested.”49  Th e majority 
of these defi nitions point to a biological state of life consisting in 
reproduction, movement, adaptation, and metabolism. Th ese basic 
attributes are present in all kinds of life known to human beings. 
Bacteria, plants, and animals all exhibit these abilities. In short, life 
may be seen as the aggregate of functional activities necessitated by 
physiological maintenance. 

Th e physiological aspect of life is irrefutable, but it is no coin-
cidence that nearly all defi nitions of life stretch beyond physiology. 
Th ese defi nitions expand because there are hierarchical diff erences 
between the lives of a complex, trillion-celled organism and a single-
celled bacterium. For one thing, a complex organism is more than 
a conglomeration of an enormous, specialized group of living cells. 
Using the human body as an example, a human being consists of (an 
estimated) 50 trillion cells.50  Each of these cells is alive, according 
to our dictionary defi nition of life. Neurons, muscle cells, endothe-
lial cells, leukocytes, all of these cells are metabolizing and most are 
reproducing.51  Each of these cells is alive in nearly the same way a 
bacterium is alive.

Although this is true, it would be incorrect to judge the life of 
a human body based on the individual lives of its trillions of cells 
(even though the body ultimately survives as a result of the correct 
function of these cells).  Doing so would reject the integrated exis-
tence of a body as a living whole. Many of the individual cells in the 
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human body live much shorter lives than the body as a whole: for 
example, a normal red blood cell typically lives around 120 days. In-
dividual cells are not considered important in determining death.

For example, in the case of total-brain death, the life or death 
of any given brain neuron is not considered; it is the function and 
activity of the brain—an enormous group of neurons—that is exam-
ined to determine whether an individual has permanently lost brain 
function. Th e determination of total-brain death also ignores other 
functions of the body, like basic metabolism and blood circulation, 
which continue without brain function. Th erefore, the current un-
derstanding of death makes it clear that basic biological maintenance 
does not cover all that is inherent in being alive. A human person is 
not merely a grouping of living cells; it is an organism in itself. It has 
life in itself. It is a living whole.

Since we have determined that there are aspects of life inher-
ent in a human person outside of basic physiology (specifi cally the 
physiology which the person shares with all other forms of life) it is 
essential to diff erentiate between a person’s life and the life of other 
organisms. We have returned to a hierarchy!  It is evident, as it was 
to Aristotle and Augustine, that diff erent living organisms exhibit 
diff erent abilities and functions. Aristotle’s fi ve nested capabilities 
seem fairly comprehensive, but his inclusion of movement and de-
sire are troubling in the light of microbiology. Many bacteria have 
the ability to move, but they do not appear to be able to perceive or 
desire. In the same vein, it is basically impossible for us to determine 
whether an organism has desires. In a basic, evolutionary, biological 
way, we know that most organisms “desire” to reproduce, eat, and 
survive, but this knowledge is not relevant for a hierarchy of life. By 
defi nition, nearly all life does everything it can to survive, and so 
“desires” to be alive. Th erefore, desire, as well as movement, must be 
discounted as defi ning categories of life. 

What remains after these modifi cations to Aristotle’s hierarchy 
is a three-leveled conception that is remarkably analogous to Au-
gustine’s. Th ere are three levels of life: vegetative, perceptive, and 
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rational. Vegetative life is that which embodies regular physiolog-
ic maintenance, such as metabolism, reproduction, nutrition, and 
homeostasis. A more complex form, perceptive life, is aware of its 
surroundings and utilizes sensory information to operate in its envi-
ronment. Th e most complex level of life is rational life, which is self-
aware and capable of thought. Th ese levels are nested in the same 
way that Aristotle’s are:  an organism capable of rational life—for in-
stance, a human person—is predicated on both perceptive and vege-
tative life. For example, a person cannot be self-aware and capable of 
reason if he or she is unable to perceive the world or maintain physi-
ological function. In the same sense, a dog, which is not capable of 
rational life, cannot use its sense of smell to follow a trail if it cannot 
maintain its core body temperature.  

Th is hierarchy is not extraordinarily diffi  cult to accept. What 
is more diffi  cult is determining which levels in the hierarchy must 
necessarily be present to constitute a human person. By “person” 
we mean a “human being,” specifi cally the being’s body and mental 
capacities. With this in mind, an average healthy person typically 
fi lls all three levels of the life hierarchy; he or she is a rational or-
ganism. Th ere are some situations, though, in which a person may 
temporarily lose the ability to think and drop to the perceptive or 
vegetative level. General anesthesia for surgery, sleep, and extreme 
drunkenness are all examples of such situations. Th ere are many rea-
sons why a healthy, living person may lose consciousness for a pe-
riod of time. Th e same can be said of early childhood development. 
Newborns may not immediately display self-awareness and thought. 
Th ey often begin in perceptive life and do not develop rationality for 
months or years. So, it seems that there are several instances when a 
living human person may not exercise rational or perceptive life. 

Th is distinction is clearer in the context of the Aristotelian con-
ception of actuality. He provides us with a way to think about and 
to distinguish causality in a person’s abilities. Aristotle distinguishes 
two kinds of actuality in his De Anima.52 First actuality refers to a 
state of disposition or capacity, whereas second actuality refers to 



j o u r n a l  o f  u n d e r g r a d u a t e  r e s e a r c h

1 13

the activation or activity of the capacity provided by fi rst actuality. 
For example, let us say that my eyes are not capable of sight and are 
simply eye-like material (a state Aristotle calls mere potentiality). If 
a surgical procedure could restore my ability to see, and I had such 
a procedure, the surgeon would be restoring my capacity to see: my 
fi rst actuality of sight. Once the procedure was over and I used my 
eyes to see the world, I would be exercising my ability to see, and I 
could therefore be operating with my second actualization of sight. 
Th e same is true of the abilities to perceive and reason. Although 
there are instances in which a person may temporarily lose the abil-
ity to perceive or think—as in the aforementioned examples—she 
still has rational and perceptive capacity. Although second actualiza-
tion is not always utilized, fi rst actualization remains present at all 
times in our examples.  

So, then, which conditions must necessarily be met to constitute 
personhood?  Although the criteria for total-brain death require that 
some vegetative functions be irreversibly lost—for instance, brain 
stem function—a good deal of vegetative life is maintained. Th is 
is intuitive considering the greatest known advantage of the total-
brain defi nition of death is its promotion of organ transplantation. 
Vegetative life ensures physiological maintenance of transplantable 
organs; the beating heart in a total-brain dead individual perfuses 
itself and other organs with oxygenated blood until they are har-
vested.53  Th is type of organ donation is only possible because soci-
ety has determined that total-brain dead individuals are no longer 
human persons. 

Some do not accept total-brain death. One objection is that to-
tal-brain death criteria were introduced primarily to ease the pro-
curement of organs and promote transplant medicine. Such criteria, 
objectors argue, abandoned the holistic conception of the human 
person and legalized the aggressive pursuit of organs. However, I 
believe the opposite to be the case. Neither total-brain death cri-
teria nor transplant medicine reject the holistic view of a person. 
Th e word organ is derived from the Latin organum and the Greek 
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organon, meaning “tool.” Th us, the human body may be thought of 
as full of “tools.” Th ese organ-tools serve a teleological end: the inte-
grated life of the individual.

Aristotle makes this point clear in his Metaphysics with the ex-
ample of a hand.54 If a man’s hand is cut off , we still may refer to 
the severed material as a hand, but doing so is actually a misnomer. 
A hand is only a hand if it is integrated with the body and capable 
of function. Th e same is true of the hand of a statue: it resembles a 
hand in appearance, but cannot actually be considered a hand be-
cause it does not serve the teleological end of hand-ness. Specifi cally, 
the severed and statue hands do not enable the perceptive, or indeed 
rational, animal to grasp, touch, and so on. 

Organs are no diff erent. When an organ is removed from a body, 
it too, like the hand, ceases to be an organ in the teleological sense. It 
is no longer a tool for the well being of the person. When the organ 
is placed into another body and resumes its function, however, it 
regains its genuine nature—its organ-ness—because it is once again 
animated and functioning toward the teleological end of the body. 
A transplanted kidney, using Aristotle’s view, is not an organ when 
it is removed from a donor until it is returned to the correct envi-
ronment where it can function toward the health of the individual 
receiving it. Th us, transplant surgery attempts to restore the teleo-
logical, holistic well-being of the patient by replacing a defective tool 
with a fully functioning organ.

Th e legalization of total-brain death points to a holistic under-
standing that there is more to the person than vegetative life. Choos-
ing to label solely vegetative life—that is, in the absence of perceptive 
and rational life—as insuffi  cient for personhood implies that the 
person is predicated on some perceptive or rational life. In Trans-
plantation Ethics, Robert M. Veatch points out that Henry Beecher, 
the chairman of the Harvard Ad Hoc Committee that fi rst proposed 
criteria for diagnosis of brain death, listed “the individual’s personal-
ity, his conscious life, his uniqueness, his capacity for remembering, 
judging, reasoning, acting, enjoying, worrying, and so on” as critical 
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to life.55  None of these functions relate to vegetative life; they are 
activities of the cerebrum, the higher brain, and examples of rational 
and perceptive life. For this reason, it is apparent that those who fi rst 
defi ned the total-brain defi nition of death saw a distinction between 
rational personhood and vegetative, physiological maintenance.  

With this idea of per-
sonhood, it is time to re-
consider those situations in 
which a person loses ratio-
nal and perceptive life. A 
person who is sedated for 
surgery does not cease to be 

a person on the operating table. A sleeping woman does not lose her 
personhood overnight. An intoxicated man does not regain his per-
sonhood after sobering up from a night of revelry. A newborn baby 
is a person despite its inability to think rationally. We have already 
noted that these situations are examples of cases in which a person, 
for whatever reason, does not exercise his or her abilities of percep-
tion and rationality. To use Aristotle’s terms, her perceptive and ra-
tional abilities are not fully actualized; they are only maintained in 
fi rst actuality. Th ey are abilities or dispositions that are sometimes 
activated and sometimes not. Th e sedated person does not lose the 
capacity to perceive and think. She only ceases to exercise these ca-
pacities for a period of time. Th erefore, it seems we may defi ne the 
living person as an individual who posseses the fi rst actualization of 
perception and rationality; that is, a person is one who—in addi-
tion to vegetative, physiological maintenance of the body—has the 
capacity, or the potential, to perceive and think. 

3.2 An Updated Defi nition of Death
Now that we have a working conception of personhood, we can 
return to our discussion of death. We started this discussion with 
a simple defi nition: death is the end of life. We must now decide 

Th e legalization of total-brain 
death points to a holistic under-
standing that there is more to 
the person than vegetative life. 
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when, precisely, that end of life occurs. For guidance, it is helpful 
to consider the opposite of death, specifi cally birth.56 Like the end, 
the beginning of life is also diffi  cult to defi ne exactly. Whether our 
convictions inform us that life begins at conception or at birth, we 
can say with certainty that life begins, at the latest, when a child is 
born. At that moment, we can unequivocally say that a newborn 
with the capacity to perceive and reason is alive, and that that living 
being is a person.

What follows from this is the equation of life and personhood. 
For our discussion, we must equate these two, or at least make them 
mutually dependent. It is obvious that life is necessary for person-
hood since it is impossible to conceive of a non-living human who 
has the capacity to reason and perceive.

Th is being said, there will inevitably be objectors who argue that 
life is not dependent on personhood and may exist independently 
of the person. Th ey may contend that since a PVS patient’s body is 
capable of many homeostatic and autonomic functions, the patient 
is therefore alive, but not a person. A pregnant woman in PVS can 
carry a fetus to term. A male PVS patient must have his face shaved 
because he continues to grow facial hair. For this group of objectors, 
the continued function of the human body constitutes life, even in 
the absence of personhood. 57 

I contend that such arguments are the result of our failure to dis-
tinguish personhood (or the life of the individual) suffi  ciently from 
the continued existence of living matter. To use the beginning of 
life and personhood again as our example, let us compare the de-
velopment of two fetuses before birth.58 Th e fi rst fetus is completely 
healthy. Its brain and body are developing normally, and therefore 
it has within it the capacity (or potential capacity) to reason and 
perceive. Th is fetus, therefore, is (or will be) a person and alive. Th e 
second fetus is not developing normally. A defect in brain formation 
such as anencephaly59 has made it impossible for the second fetus to 
develop the ability to think or perceive at any point before or after 
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birth. Th e second fetus, therefore, can never be considered a person, 
by our defi nition, despite the obvious organic function of its cells. 
Th e distinction between these two fetuses, then, illustrates the dif-
ference between the life of the person (the fi rst fetus) and the simple 
presence of living matter (the second fetus). Th erefore, it seems that 
the life of the individual is dependent upon personhood, and the 
two are essentially the same. Th is observation leads us to adjust our 
defi nition of death, for human death, to the end of personhood. 

Part 4: Higher-Brain Death: A Contemporary Defi nition
4.1 A New Medical Defi nition of Death 

If death is, as we have said, the end of the person, our current 
medical defi nitions of death—namely the cardiopulmonary and 
total-brain criteria—seem suffi  ciently limited. No living persons 
are currently declared dead. A woman whose heart and lungs have 
permanently ceased functioning, and who therefore fulfi lls cardio-
pulmonary criteria for death, has certainly lost the ability to reason 
and perceive. A total-brain dead man is no longer a person, by our 
defi nition. Th e current medical criteria for death need not be scaled 
back in any way; they are not, in our understanding, too expansive. 

Th e current criteria may be too limited, however. Th ere are 
some medical conditions that satisfy our person-centered defi nition 
of death that are not included in current criteria. Th e most obvi-
ous example of this is the persistent vegetative state (PVS). As was 
stated above, PVS describes a permanent state of higher-brain injury 
resulting in the loss of all perceptive and rational abilities. Once 
these abilities are permanently lost, the individual in the PVS no 
longer has the capacity to think and perceive. Th e individual has lost 
the fi rst actuality of her personhood; she is no longer a person, and 
therefore she is dead. 

Examples are not suffi  cient to redefi ne death, however. New cri-
teria are needed. It would be insuffi  cient to declare death “the end 
of personhood” and leave the implementation of such a defi nition 
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to individual healthcare providers. Th is being said, the successful 
advent of the Harvard Criteria shows us that defi ning ambiguous 
mental abilities can be accomplished. Such criteria ought to be vet-
ted by a committee of experts similar to the President’s Commission 
of 1981. I am not presumptuous enough to propose my own crite-
ria as defi nitive, but I will off er my own suggestions in an eff ort to 
begin the conversation. With this intention in mind, my proposal 
is as follows:

An individual who has sustained either (1) irreversible cessa-
tion of circulatory and respiratory functions, or (2) irrevers-
ible cessation of all functions of the entire brain, including 
the brain stem, or (3) irreversible cessation of all rational 
and perceptive functions controlled by the brain, is dead. A 
determination of death must be made in accordance with 
accepted medical standards.

I propose this revision with the understanding that irreversible 
cessation of “all rational and perceptive” function could only be de-
termined after extensive testing and a conservative waiting period, 
similar to the way correct diagnosis of PVS is currently made.60 Ad-
vances in medical technology will make this determination of death 
increasingly more precise, and for that reason—as well as my lack 
of expertise—I will not propose more exact criteria. If my proposed 
defi nition of death were implemented today, a diagnosis of PVS 
would serve as a determination of death. 

4.2 Challenges for Implementation
It is clear at this point that the debate on the defi nition of death 

is actually a debate over the defi nition of life. Saying a human being 
is “alive” does more than describe a biological state; it declares that 
person to be eligible for further medical care. Th is is one reason why 
the defi nition of death is so important. Such a defi nition must come 
from philosophy and ethics; it cannot come solely from biological 
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assessment. “Th e choice of who is alive—who has full moral standing 
as a member of the human community—is fundamentally a moral, 
philosophical, or religious choice, not a scientifi c one.”61Society’s 
failure to agree on a single defi nition of death is a function of the 
many individuals in society who disagree on these ethical points.

Implementation of a higher-brain defi nition of death in our plu-
ralistic society would face several objections (which will be specifi -
cally addressed in section 4.4 below). Th e freedoms of our society 
protect these objectors and allow them to hold minority opinions 
as long as doing so does not infringe on the basic rights of the rest 
of the population. Th is works for most debates, but such tolerance 
is not simple regarding defi nitions of death. Legalizing higher-brain 
death would certainly seem to limit the rights of an Orthodox 
Jew, for example, whose religion recognizes only cardiopulmonary 
death as a legitimate determination. What are we to do with such 
disagreements? 

One possible solution to these problems, as Veatch suggests, is 
to off er options. Maybe individuals ought to be allowed to choose 
their own defi nition of death, provided their specifi c defi nition does 
not violate the rights of others or create larger social problems. Th is 
choice would allow members of diff erent religious, social, and ideo-
logical groups to select a defi nition that fi ts within their particular 
convictions. Such a policy would resemble a contemporary living 
will, conscience clause, or assignment of durable power of attorney 
for health care. Each individual would sign a legal document stating 
what criteria were to be used to determine when she was no longer 
alive and the state would recognize her as dead when those criteria 
were fulfi lled. 

Having one’s own choice of a personal defi nition of death seems 
like an appropriate compromise, but I do not think it is the best 
answer. Th e concept works reasonably well in theory—as do living 
wills—but there are many realistic complications that make such a 
policy impossible. Th e stress implications for health care providers, 
insurers, and family members would be signifi cant and would likely 
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bog down an already fl ooded system with more paperwork, legal 
documentation, and mistakes.

Moreover, theoretically, there is also the problem of those indi-
viduals who cannot make an individual choice of death criteria, spe-
cifi cally children, the mentally handicapped, and the terminally ill. 
For example, implementation of higher-brain death criteria would 
need to address how such a defi nition would relate to the beginning 
of life. An anencephalic infant seems to fulfi ll higher-brain criteria 
for death at birth. Who would decide which defi nition of death to 
apply? Possibly the child’s parents, but the ethical implication of 
surrogate decision-making for health care is already highly contro-
versial; and the additional responsibility of choosing whether or not 
a dependent is dead would add even more pain and debate to these 
decisions.

Clarifi cation in the debate over the defi nition of death may only 
be possible in the context of a uniform defi nition of life. But as I 
have already noted, it is unlikely—if not impossible—that contem-
porary society could come to any consensus on one defi nition.

4.3 Th e Utility of A Higher-Brain Defi nition
Utility, alone, is rarely a suffi  cient argument in ethics, but in our 

case a look to the “reality” of medical care for the unconscious is in-
formative. Th at is not to say that I think the argument for a higher-
brain conception of death requires any utilitarian support. I believe 
my reasoning is adequately expansive for creating criteria for death, 
but a consideration of the practical implications of the proposed 
death criteria provides a more complete, grounded picture.62 

Th e medical community continues to improve its ability to 
maintain the human body in unconscious and minimally conscious 
states. Th is improvement is a result of advances in emergency medi-
cine and intensive care. New technology, procedures, and planning 
have allowed healthcare personnel to prevent total-brain and car-
dio-pulmonary death for increasingly longer periods of time. If we 
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assume this trend will continue, it is not diffi  cult to foresee where 
these advancements will lead. In most cases, new technologies will 
be godsends, and more and more patients who in previous decades 
would certainly have died will recover and continue life. Th is be-
comes problematic, however, because as the number of recoveries 
increases, so too will the number of partial and limited recoveries. 
Fewer anoxic trauma patients will die, but more and more “survi-
vors” will permanently lose consciousness, rationality, memory, and 
thought. In short, it seems inevitable that the number of patients in 
states like PVS and MCS will only continue to increase. 

An increasing number of patients in unconscious or minimal-
ly conscious states will require a signifi cant number of medical re-
sources. Taking PVS as an example, in 1994 the Multi-Societal Task 
Force on PVS estimated there were between 15,000 and 35,000 in-
dividuals in PVS in the United States.63 At that time, these patients 
accounted for 1 to 7 billion dollars in medical expenses, annually.64 
Taking the averages of those ranges, that is $160,000 to preserve one 
patient in a PVS for twelve months, in 1994. In 2009, the United 
States is already struggling to provide universal healthcare to its peo-
ple and to signifi cantly diminish healthcare costs. Considering that 
contemporary reports indicate that the average hospital bill for a pa-
tient in PVS has climbed to between $250,000 and 300,000 a year, 
future policy makers may be left with diffi  cult decisions to make 
regarding the treatment of PVS patients. 

No utilitarian discussion of PVS can avoid the implications for 
organ transplantation. It is simplistic, but correct, to say that a defi -
nition of death encompassing patients in PVS would make more or-
gans available for transplantation. Th e individuals who receive these 
organs can in most cases survive, and many would eventually enjoy 
a high quality of life.65 In utilitarian terms, this is ethically permis-
sible, and most likely encouraged. From this standpoint, a PVS pa-
tient provides essentially no benefi t to the community, whereas a 
patient on the transplant list may only require a donated organ in 
order to function in society. 
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In both the fi nancial and biological examples above, utilitarian 
principles would likely rule against the personal interest of the PVS 
patient and would support a defi nition of death encompassing these 
patients. I must reiterate, however, that pure utilitarian implications 
have no bearing on my argument for higher-brain criteria. 

4.4 Opposition to Higher-Brain Death
At this point, it is necessary to address some of the likely ob-

jections to my defi nition of personhood and to my proposal of 
higher-brain criteria for death. Th ere are certainly many forms such 
arguments could take, but for simplicity I will address two major 
sets of objections—namely, what I shall call the inclusivist view and 
the protectivist view. I have attempted to make these sets suffi  ciently 
expansive in an eff ort to make their arguments paradigmatic for sim-
ilar religious, legal, ethical, and idealistic objections. 

Th e strongest—and admittedly most compelling—objection to 
a higher-brain defi nition of death is the inclusivist argument. Th is 
group is wary of any encroachment on “life” in any form. Propo-
nents of this view vow to “defend life to the end” and argue that each 
individual has an inherent “right to life.”66 Perhaps the best way to 
think of the inclusivist conception of life is as a symmetrical curve of 
abilities and functions. 

Th e inclusivist sees “life” in all stages of the curve. In the initial 
stages of life, a child has relatively limited rational and physical abili-
ties, but he develops these skills as he ages—think upward curve—
until he reaches a peak in the middle of life. After this point, the 
man’s (formerly the child’s) body and mind slowly begin to degen-
erate. Th is is the descending part of the curve. Eventually, disease 
and age take back all of the rational and physical abilities the man 
developed in his life, and the man fi nally dies with roughly the same 
abilities as when he was born. Th e inclusivist approach argues that 
declaring a PVS patient dead would cut short the descending part of 
that symmetrical curve.67 Life is present from birth (or conception) 
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to the complete failure of all body systems at death. Th e inclusivist 
sees physiological maintenance in the absence of higher-brain func-
tion as a form of life worthy of protection; he embraces the entire 
“curve” of life. 

Inclusivist ideology is rooted in a desire to “err on the side of 
life.” It is for this reason that I have labeled this group inclusive. 
When challenged to defi ne life, the inclusivist consistently expands 
his defi nition in order to ensure that he is not excluding any “life,” 
whatsoever. When he sees a man drowning in a lake, the inclusiv-
ist immediately jumps in to save him because he knows everything 
possible should be done to preserve “life.” In the same way, the in-
clusivist insists that medical resources ought to be exhausted to pro-
tect and preserve the “life” of every patient. When in doubt, protect 
“life,” the inclusivist says. An example of inclusivist thinking comes 
from President Bush’s reaction to Congress moving the case of Terri 
Schiavo to Federal Court in 2005: “where there are serious questions 
and substantial doubts, our society, our laws, and our courts should 
have a presumption in favor of life.”68

What many inclusivists fail to realize is that “erring on the side of 
life” is not always a good. Blindly preserving “life” in an attempt to 
be universally inclusive actually creates more ethical problems than 
it prevents. In this respect, medical technology becomes its own 
curse. In addition to healing, it may actually prolong suff ering by 
preserving basic functions indefi nitely. No medical goals are served 
by maintaining a patient in PVS.69 No healing (or even palliative 
care) is taking place. Th ere are no active agents administered other 
than food and water. Th e process is defi ned by passivity; the fam-
ily and medical staff  simply wait for the unconscious body to stop 
functioning.     

Despite the diffi  culties of such protection, I am sympathetic to 
the inclusivits’ desire to preserve life. I agree that life ought to be pre-
served in every way possible. Such a defense is, in my opinion, ethi-
cally necessitated, but I do not think the inclusivists help their opinion 
by speaking loosely about “life.” Most inclusivist arguments—even 
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those of the President’s Commission white paper—are relatively 
vague discussions using imprecise defi nitions of life. Th ese defenses 
are not productive because they are not suffi  ciently specifi c. Nega-
tive capability is insuffi  cient for such a defi nition. In this paper I 
have attempted to defi ne life as completely and precisely as possible 
because it is only with such specifi c defi nitions that any discussion 
is productive. Th e burden now shifts to the inclusivists to defi ne life, 
clearly and distinctly. Th ere is a line between life and death, and the 
inclusivists must draw their own in order to validate their defense of 
life. Th ey need to be precise about what exactly they are defending. 
In some cases they may fi nd that what they have defended was actu-
ally not life at all.

Th e primary philosophical objection to higher-brain death with-
in inclusivist thought is the argument that the end of the person does 
not constitute death. For example, in its recent white paper on the 
determination of death, the President’s Council on Bioethics’s white 
paper rejects the higher-brain defi nition because the criteria equate 
the end of the person with the end of life. Th e white paper says the 
following:

Serious diffi  culties affl  ict the claim that something that can 
be called “death” has occurred even as the body remains 
alive. One such diffi  culty is that there is no way to know that 
the “specifi cally human powers” are irreversibly gone from a 
body that has suff ered any injury shy of total brain failure… 
A related problem with this “two deaths” position is that it 
expands the concept of death beyond the core meaning it has 
had throughout human history. Human beings are members 
of the larger family of living beings, and it is a fundamental 
truth about living beings that every individual—be it plant 
or animal—eventually dies. Recent advances in technology 
off er no warrant for jettisoning the age-old idea that it is not 
as persons that we die, but rather as members of the family 
of living beings and as animals in particular. Th e terminus of 
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the transformation that occurs when a human being is de-
prived by injury of certain mental capacities, heartbreaking 
as it is, is not death.70 

Th e paper argues that such a conception recognizes “two deaths”: 
one at the end of the person and one at the end of biological life. 
Such an understanding is a kind of reversal of Bichat’s organic and 
animal lives.71

Th e objection of the President’s Council on Bioethics is a seri-
ous one, but with person-based criteria like mine we do not lose 
a unifi ed notion of death. Th e white paper claims that continued 
homeostatic function in individuals who have lost personhood con-
stitutes life. Such a claim seems acceptable when looking at humans 
as biological members of the “family of living beings,” plant and 
animal, alike. Admittedly, there is signifi cant biological “life” in the 
body of a PVS patient who has lost personhood. Th e ability of the 
injured body to breathe on its own is the most obvious example of 
such “life.” What the white paper fails to explain explicitly, however, 
is why some biological functions constitute life and others do not. 
Some cellular and organ functions are present in a total-brain dead 
body, yet they are not considered to constitute life. So, why then is 
respiration—but not some other functions—signifi cant for deter-
mining life? In an attempt to answer this question, the white paper 
lists three fundamental capacities of living things:

1.  Openness to the world, that is, receptivity to stimuli and 
signals from the surrounding environment.

2.  Th e ability to act upon the world to obtain selectively 
what it needs.

3.  Th e basic felt need that drives the organism to act as 
it must, to obtain what it needs and what its openness 
reveals to be available.72
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In his personal statement to the report, Gill Meilaender explains 
why the ability to breathe is such an important example of these 
criteria: 

A permanently unconscious human being who breathes 
spontaneously73 manifests openness to the surrounding envi-
ronment in its need for oxygen, acts upon that environment 
by breathing to take in the oxygen it needs, and manifests 
an inner drive to breathe. Such a person is surely severely 
disabled, but is not dead.74

Th e white paper argues that sustained biological functions like 
spontaneous respiration allow PVS patients to be “open to the world” 
and are a sign of the individual’s “continued impulse to live.”75 Total-
brain dead individuals, according to the report, have no such “open-
ness” or desire. 

While I compliment the President’s Council on Bioethics for 
attempting to defi ne life with a list of criteria, I disagree with the 
application of its defi nition. Th e white paper draws a distinction 
between artifi cial respiration and artifi cial nutrition and hydration. 
Th e report argues that because total-brain dead individuals require 
ventilator-driven respiration, they do not fulfi ll the three criteria for 
life. It is unclear to me, however, how a PVS patient who perma-
nently requires artifi cial nutrition and hydration in the permanent 
absence of consciousness and perception fulfi lls such criteria. Con-
cerning the fi rst of the white paper’s three fundamental capacities, 
the ability of a body in PVS to breathe spontaneously, while cer-
tainly evidence of more advanced homeostatic function than that of 
a total-brain dead body, does not seem to indicate “openness to the 
world” to allow the PVS body to “obtain selectively what it needs.” 
It is also vague how respiration is a “selective” process for the per-
son-less body, the second fundamental capacity. Finally, the report 
does not suffi  ciently explain how respiration necessitates the pres-
ence of an “inner drive” to breathe, the third fundamental capacity. 
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As a whole, the white paper’s three criteria of life are inadequate and 
vague. Th erefore, I believe the report is mistaken to make the sponta-
neous ability to breathe the function which enables us to distinguish 
between life and death in permanently unconscious individuals. If 
such a distinction is appropriate, the white paper has not adequately 
explained why necessitated artifi cial respiration, and not artifi cial 
nutrition and hydration, is the appropriate diff erentiating need.      

Th e second signifi cant group of objectors is the protectivists. Th e 
protectivists question whether drawing the line between the higher 
brain and the brainstem is arbitrary and driven only by technol-
ogy’s contemporary ability to distinguish cerebral function from 
brainstem function. Th ey worry that medicine’s ability to determine 
death is fl awed. Despite assertions from the President’s Council on 
Bioethics reiterating “the fact this moment [of death] is chosen does 
not mean that is it arbitrary,” the protectivists’ worry that this mo-
ment is, in fact, arbitrary.76 Th ey might wonder whether medical 
technology, not actually an articulated understanding of the person, 
is driving my proposed change of defi nition. 

Th e most common argument from the protectivists is similar 
to what is sometimes called a “slippery slope.” It contends that the 
somewhat limited defi nition of personhood I propose in section 3.1 
leaves the door open for even more limiting criteria in the future. 
Once one accepts that some brain functions are not necessary for 
life, there seems to be no stopping the eventual consideration of 
other functions as insignifi cant.77

A slippery slope argument, in its most signifi cant form, involves 
a claim that the same principle underlying one, apparently tolerable, 
judgment also entails other, clearly unacceptable judgments. For ex-
ample, imagine we are trying to determine whether elderly individu-
als could be excluded from access to certain health care services based 
on the utilitarian principle of choosing the course that produced the 
maximum aggregate good for society. Th e slippery slope argument 
might be used to show that the same principle entails implications 
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presumed clearly unacceptable, such as the exclusion of health care 
from socially unproductive individuals.78

Th e protectivists might argue that accepting my argument for a 
higher-brain conception of death would endanger other impaired 
individuals included as persons by my defi nition. Th ey might in-
dicate the minimally conscious, the mentally handicapped, and the 
severely demented as the groups who may eventually be labeled 
“non-persons” or “dead” by further extrapolating my reasoning.

An example of what protectivists fear is the following response of 
Peter Singer to a proposed defi nition of personhood similar to mine. 
Th e proposed defi nition—or doctrine as he calls it—of personhood 
refers to those individuals who possess either self-awareness or self-
consciousness. He contends that

[t]he suggested modifi cation of the doctrine would place le-
thal experiments on the more developed nonhuman animals 
in the same category as experiments on severely retarded 
members of our own species. Similarly if, as Jonathan Swift 
once suggested, human infants, boiled, roasted, or fricas-
seed, make a tasty dish, then we would have to choose be-
tween ceasing to rear animals like pigs and cattle for food, 
and admitting that there is no moral objection to fattening 
retarded infants for the table.79

Protectivists argue that the “slippery slope” created by my defi ni-
tion could lead to ethics like Singer’s in the future. New technology, 
new tests, and fewer resources could lead to the philosophical rejec-
tion of vulnerable individuals’ personhood, and therefore life.

I do not believe my defi nition of personhood leaves the door 
open to any “slippery slope” and it certainly does not entail a Sin-
gerian ethic. Th e defi nition I propose is intentionally expansive. It 
only requires minimal capacities of perception and reason. All in-
dividuals with any perceptive or rational capacity are persons, by 
my defi nition. Th is defi nition is based on philosophical reasoning, 
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not contemporary medical technology or resource allocation.80 Th is 
means that the minimal requirements for personhood (and life), 
specifi cally the capacity for any rational or perceptive ability, can-
not become more limiting. Because they all have some perceptive or 
rational capacity, the protectivists’ threatened groups will never lose 
their personhood under this reasoning. My defi nition does not cre-
ate a “slippery slope.” 

With respect to the arbitrariness of the line a higher-brain 
conception draws above the brainstem, I must point out that the 
currently used total-brain defi nition of death also has a distinct, 
seemingly arbitrary line between the spinal cord and the base of the 
brain. Several spinal cord refl exes (below the total-brain death line) 
remain in individuals who are dead according to total-brain crite-
ria, but these functions are labeled insignifi cant by contemporary 
criteria and legislation. For example, some total-brain dead bodies 
display the so-called Lazarus sign: after (and sometimes well after) 
total-brain death has ensued, the upper arms spontaneously fl ex at 
the elbow, lifting the arms off  the bed and bringing the hands up to 
the chest of the body.81 Th is response is a spinal refl ex and does not 
involve any brain activity; consequently, it is ignored by total-brain 
death criteria. Th e presence of the Lazarus sign or other spinal re-
fl exes does not delay total-brain death diagnosis. Whatever principle 
is used to exclude spinal refl exes like the Lazarus sign certainly can 
be used to exclude some brainstem refl exes, as well.82  

Conclusion
Th e 1981 Presidential Commission declined to recognize high-

er-brain death as a viable defi nition due to its assessment that medi-
cine was unable to describe the physical nature of consciousness. In 
2008, the President’s Council on Bioethics once again refused to ac-
cept the higher-brain conception because the criteria described “two 
deaths,” the death of the person and the death of the biological or-
ganism. Such discussion and intellectual engagement is necessary in 
the dynamic world of medicine and our society at large. Our ability 
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to measure and understand consciousness has improved drastically 
since the 1981 Commission, but the President’s Council white paper 
has made it clear that our under-
standing of the human body and 
consciousness is still insuffi  cient 
for a higher-brain defi nition of 
death.

While I do not agree with the white paper’s assessment of high-
er-brain death, I applaud its attempt to create defi nitions and apply 
them in philosophical debate. Any success I may have achieved in 
this paper has come from a similar willingness to make precise defi -
nitions and rational arguments. Future reports from the President’s 
Council, armed with new medical knowledge and the best minds of 
medicine, philosophy, and religion, will be necessary to reevaluate 
the way we defi ne death. 

In an attempt to add to such future discussion, this paper off ers 
principled reasons for precisely when death occurs. Th e principle 
I have held is that for human life to be present there must be fi rst 
actualization of the human person. Th at is, in order for an indi-
vidual to be alive he or she must display the capacity for integrated 
functioning of the body’s homeostatic physiology coupled with the 
mind’s ability to perceive and reason. Th is demand necessitates a 
higher-brain defi nition of death. Such reasoning—when supported 
by legitimate scientifi c and philosophical debate—should lead our 
society to redefi ne death.

Th is paper off ers prin-
cipled reasons for precisely 
when death occurs.
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John Courtney Murray,
Aggiornamento, and Vatican II’s Declaration 

on Religious Freedom
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In the nineteenth century the Catholic Church was largely hos-
tile to liberal democracy and other aspects of modernity, includ-
ing the freedom of religion for people of other faiths. In the 1960s 
the Church at Vatican II supported religious liberty as a basic hu-
man right. Th is essay explores the reasons for and the nature of this 
evolution.
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Purifying Words to Revive Images:
Sensory Intimations of God in Eliot’s 

“Four Quartets”
MOLLY KRING

“Purifying Words to Revive Images” explores how T.S. Eliot 
draws on Eastern religious practices to approach a God beyond logic 
without once mentioning his name. Upon Wittgenstein’s declara-
tion that human language cannot touch the divine and Nietzsche’s 
pronouncement that God is dead, a gap opened between the logical 
and the spiritual. Talk of God largely left the academic scene and the 
written word was left to only hint at the divine, for words, as hu-
man-constructed forms, were deemed necessarily inadequate for the 
communication of God. Eliot addresses this issue by unintentionally 
aligning himself with a neo-Th omist position where he engages the 
spiritual by circumventing the problem of language altogether. By 
employing musical forms and Zen-like sensory images, the words 
on the page become transubstantiated and transcend their potential 
limitations to intimate feelings of the divine. 






























