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From its inception, Student Anthropologist has sought to be a space 
where young anthropologists can come together and publish excellent 
student scholarship. Much of how students learn and build 
relationships happens behind the scenes—from the most mundane 
emails and administrative work, to the lively exchange of ideas and 
critiques. However, the current pressure to publish in academia often 
means that editorial resources are mainly focused on work that is 
deemed publication-worthy. This approach comes at the expense of a 
more inclusive engagement with student scholarship. To this end, I 
have tried to foster an ethos of inclusivity by encouraging meaningful 
exchanges between authors, board members, peer reviewers, and other 
contributors to ensure that the journal remains open and accessible for 
all students who are motivated to participate in the publication process. 
Learning the balance between creating opportunities for feedback and 
mentorship and respecting the time and labor of contributors has 
taught me to remain attentive to the unique circumstances of students. 
I have come to see our annual publication as but one of several 
important outcomes of the journal. For example, a reviewer’s feedback 
is occasionally used to strengthen a manuscript that will serve as a 
writing sample for graduate school, or will inspire an author to 
transform a master’s thesis into foundational work for a doctorate. It is 
my hope that Student Anthropologist will continue to foreground a 
spirit of equity as it continues to expand its potential for collaboration 
and open access.  
 Thank you to all those who labored and contributed to our 
community. I want to especially recognize the work of our dedicated 
peer reviewers, authors, and board members who have spent many 
hours reading, reviewing, and revising the fine student scholarship that 
you will find in this issue. On a final note, I am very excited to welcome 
Dick Powis as the incoming editor. Dick brings his experience as a PhD 
student in Anthropology at Washington University in St. Louis to the 
journal, which I’m sure will continue on a path of excellence and 
inclusivity under his editorship. 

Sara Smith, Editor 
New York, NY

From the Editor
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Disciplining Language and the Language of Discipline: A Case Study on Linguistic 
Methods for Classroom Management from an English-Medium School in India

Introduction 
The New India School is similar to hundreds 
of schools in the city of Pune and 
throughout India that provide instruction of 
all subjects in English in lieu of Hindi or 
other regional languages. Numerous studies 
in recent years have focused on the 
effectiveness and social implications of 
urban English-medium education (Agnihotri 
and Khanna 1996; Annamalai 2008 [2004]; 
LaDousa and Kumar 2014; Rao 2013; Vaish 
2008), but less ethnographic attention has 
been paid to the specific practices through 
which languages are taught and knowledge 
is transmitted in English in urban Indian 
classrooms (Proctor 2014). In this paper, I 
analyze code switching practices and 
discourse markers as linguistic techniques 

used by school teachers in an English-
language, or “English-medium” primary 
school in Maharashtra, India. I demonstrate 
that the linguistic strategies used by 
teachers at the New India School define 
broader societal expectations for their 
students in relation to language use and 
behavior. Discourse markers and code 
switching as linguistic behavioral 
management techniques socialize students 
into academic norms that call for 
memorization, group-based learning and 
assessment rather than individual 
evaluation, and English as the language of 
communication in education.  
 The New India School is a large 
school that provides instruction from pre-
kindergarten up to the tenth grade and is 

Re

Jessica Chandras, PhD Candidate, The George Washington University 

Abstract 

This paper explores the linguistic methods used for classroom management in an English-
medium school in Maharashtra, India. This study is based on data collected through 
participant observation conducted in third and fourth grade classrooms in 2014. It 
documents how interactions between teachers and students serve to maintain the 
language of instruction (English) in a context where instructional language differs from 
students’	and teachers’ first languages (Marathi). I demonstrate that teachers use linguistic 
methods to convey meaning in English while also disciplining and socializing students into 
academic language norms. These methods include code switching, or alternating between 
languages, and discourse markers, which are phrases that take on significance based on 
their context in utterances. Findings indicate that code switching from Marathi to English 
marks not only linguistic, but also behavioral transgressions. I argue that code switching, 
among other strategies, concretizes the delineation of English as an academic language 
and Marathi as a subversive language in the classroom. This analysis contributes a unique 
ethnographic perspective to debates in linguistic anthropology and the anthropology of 
education regarding how broader societal expectations in relation to students’ language 
and behavior are defined through language use in classrooms. 

Keywords: India; education; classroom discourse 
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located in a middle class suburb of Pune. 
Pune is the second largest city in the 
western state of Maharashtra, with a 
population quickly growing beyond three 
million inhabitants. It is located one 
hundred kilometers southeast from 
Mumbai, the capital and largest city in the 
state. The New India School has 2,200 
students in grades one through ten, or 
standards as grades are called in the Indian 
education system. After successfully 
completing the tenth standard, students 
attend pre-college courses in specialized 
topics, often entirely in English. Therefore, 
enrollment at English-medium schools in 
India has increased dramatically in recent 
decades because higher education and 
many employment opportunities call for a 
fluent command of English (Annamalai 
2008[2004]:178;  Kumari 2015:96;  Narula 
2012:4). 
 All students are encouraged to speak 
only in English with their teachers and 
peers while at the New India School. 
Outside of school, English is also enforced 
as the primary language for homework 
assignments and other school-related tasks. 
Mrs. Shinde, a third grade teacher and 
parent of two students at the school, tells 
me that she always helps her children at 
home with their homework in English so as 
to not break the consistency of using 
English in relation to schoolwork (personal 
communication with author, July, 25, 2014). 
Mrs. Shinde’s comment indicates a task-
based distinction between Marathi and 
English, even within the home. The 
examples of classroom discourse presented 
in this paper were gathered through 
recordings and field notes made in the New 
India School. I observed how teachers and 
students communicated and maintained 
English as the language of instruction in an 
English-medium school when Marathi, the 
regional language of Maharashtra, was the 
language most often used by teachers and 
students outside of the school. I collected 
qualitative ethnographic data in July and 
August 2014 using participant observation to 
document how teachers employed 
disciplinary methods through strategic 
language use to manage the behavior of fifty 
students in forty-minute lessons.(1)  

 The two principal linguistic 
techniques used by teachers that I explore 
in this paper are discourse markers and 
code switching. Discourse markers are 
words or phrases that have no meaning 
when independently analyzed separate from 
the utterance’s context. They gain their 
meanings from their placement or function 
in the utterance to sequentially organize 
parts of speech (Schiffrin 1987; Swan 2005). 
Code switching occurs when a speaker 
alternates between two or more languages 
or language varieties  (Alvarez 1998, 2000; 
Auer 1998; Garner-Chloros 2009; Gumperz 
1982, 1992). In this study speakers code 
switch by alternating between English and 
Marathi. 
 In what follows, I examine the phrase 
“yes or no”	as a discourse marker through 
which students learn to process important 
information in ways that disrupt immediate 
and individual evaluation. Code switching 
prompts students to use only English for 
schoolwork and delineates Marathi as a 
subversive language not to be used in the 
same classroom space as English. 
Additionally, the phrase “yes or no”	as a 
discourse marker rather than a question 
calls for a reevaluation of the prevalence 
and universality of the IRE (initiation-
response-evaluation) question form in 
classrooms (Macbeth 2004; McHoul 1978; 
Mehan 1985). Data from this case study 
contributes to a body of work on the 
anthropology of education and linguistic 
anthropological explorations of classroom 
discourse which seek to understand and 
document larger societal implications of 
specific linguistic techniques used in 
classrooms.  

Socializing Processes: Discourse Markers 
and Code Switching 
India’s education system has responded to 
the desire for English as a means of social 
capital and socioeconomic mobility in a 
number of ways. For example, English in 
Maharashtra is offered as a subject to first 
standard students in Marathi-medium 
schools, when just a decade ago, English 
was introduced as a subject in the fifth 
standard (Benei 2005:142). To many students 
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and their families, an English-medium 
education is key for future educational and 
employment opportunities and parents will 
choose to place their children in English-
medium education with the intention of 
enhancing academic and professional 
success (Annamalai 2012:191; Larson and 
Davis 1981:13; Vaish 2008). In India, mastery 
of English is necessary for adults who seek 
to work abroad or outside their home states 
in India. It is the socioeconomically 
advantaged who have access to these 
opportunities (Benei 2005; Crystal 2003; 
Prendergast 2008).   
 To consider education as a process of 
socialization highlights the methodological 
value and investigative potential in 
researching and documenting changes in 
student participation in relation to language 
as a means to view institutionalized 
structures and definitions of success and 
the production of social desires (Lave and 
Wenger 1991). Learning in educational 
contexts occurs through social interaction 
which is largely represented by language 
use and communicative strategies. Analyses 
of classroom discourse are key in 
investigations of the effectiveness of 
different education models and explorations 
of socializing processes that occur through 
language and education. Classrooms and 
schools are spaces where relationships 
foster social conditioning among students, 
which lead to larger notions of success and 
educational goals (Benei 2005; Levinson 
2001). Focusing on speech in educational 
settings, Heller’s (2003 [1994]) and 
Paris’ (2013) research elaborates how 
students who appropriate specific language 
skills draw upon social capital to show 
communicative competence in social 
settings in educational contexts. Notions of 
correct language use are transmitted to 
students in the educational institution and 
speakers who can draw upon the linguistic 
capital made available by conforming to the 
institution’s rules regarding language use 
provide a point of entry into understanding 
notions of success in relation to language in 
a multilingual society.  
  Two principle linguistic strategies 
that I observed in classroom discourse while 
conducting research are discourse markers 

and code switching. Discourse markers are 
“sequentially dependent elements which 
bracket units of talk” (Schiffrin 1987:31) that 
also “make clear the structure of what is 
being said” (Swan 2005:138). They function 
colloquially as signals, transitions, and fillers 
in speech events (Lee 2004:117). Discourse 
markers take on meanings from their 
placement, the other words, and the context 
of an utterance. By themselves, discourse 
markers have no meaning when considered 
as isolated units of speech, but as discourse 
markers they provide cohesion and 
coherence within a context (Lee 2004; 
Schiffrin 2001, 1987). 
 By providing cohesion and coherence 
to a speech event, discourse markers can 
increase comprehension of speech events in 
language learners (Chaudron and Richards 
1985). Socializing students to understand 
concepts signaled by discourse markers 
helps to increase overall comprehension 
during lectures and other types of 
educational speech events (Flowerdew and 
Tauroza 1995). In speech, discourse markers 
acquire significance to culturally competent 
speakers or those socialized into a specific 
style of conversational speaking (Lee 
2004:118). In this way, I argue that the phrase 
“yes or no” used as a discourse marker in 
classroom lessons helps to maintain order 
and foster coherence through speech acts 
that engage students’ attention by signaling 
that important information has been 
delivered or is to be privileged over other 
information. 
 Since discourse markers have the 
ability to create coherence in classroom 
lessons, the phrase “yes or no” as a 
discourse marker replaces the I-R-E 
(initiation-response-evaluation) question 
form commonly found in classroom 
discourse. A sequence of three turns 
characterizes how teachers generally pose 
questions to students to elicit information 
(Macbeth 2004: 722; McHoul 1978). The three 
turns comprise the I-R-E format and include 
an initiation of the question by the teacher, 
a reply by a student, and an evaluation of 
the student’s response by the teacher 
(Macbeth 2004). Classroom lessons are 
often sequences of exchanges where a 
teacher elicits information from students to 
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check comprehension (Mehan 1979: 43). This 
question form is largely absent from my 
data, which challenges the universality of 
this evaluative questioning form in 
classrooms.  
 At the New India School, code 
switching is another method that teachers 
use to discipline students in the classroom. 
Scholars such as Auer (1998) and Garner-
Chloros (2009) define code switching as the 
use of two or more languages, dialects of a 
language, or even registers in a single 
utterance or conversation episode. Code 
switching can occur extra-sententially or 
intra-sententially (Myers-Scotton 1989). 
Extra-sentential code switching is a switch 
among languages outside sentence 
boundaries when one complete sentence is 
stated in one code and then another full 
sentence will be in another code. Whereas 
in intra-sentential code switching, code 
switches occur within single sentence 
boundaries. Intra-sentential code switching 
occurs in Marathi between Marathi and 
English but the examples discussed below 
show speakers using full sentences, or 
extra-sentential code switching, in English 
and then Marathi with no overlap between 
these languages in a single sentence 
utterance.  
 Extra-sentential code switching 
brings into question speakers’	intentionality 
and conscious awareness of using multiple 
languages, dialects, or registers. Depending 
on the speech community and expectations 
of the speech event, switching can occur 
consciously and strategically (Myers-
Scotton 1993;  Paris 2013:15), or it can be 
socialized into the speech community to the 
point of unconscious use (Blom and 
Gumperz 1986; Gumperz 1971, 1989, 1992; 
Meeuwis and Blommart 1998). Blom and 
Gumperz note that while speakers may 
intentionally switch languages, they do so 
“below the level of consciousness” (1986: 
430) whereas Myers-Scotton (1993) 
investigates instances of code switching 
where speakers intentionally and 
consciously switch by using marked codes. 
 The strategic element of code 
switching in Gumperz’	and Myers-Scotton’s 
analyses also necessitate that the code 

switches are fully conscious choices. 
Marked codes, in opposition to unmarked 
codes, can signal many aspects in a speech 
event such as deference, anger, solidarity, 
eloquence, or distance (Myers-Scotton 
1993). In classrooms, marked code switching 
can be used as a pedagogical tool to 
discipline and socialize students into 
societal language norms (Merritt et al. 1992; 
Probyn 2009). In the case of my data here, I 
argue that teachers use Marathi, a marked 
and prohibited code, as a disciplinary tool to 
socialize students to speak and respond to 
English in educational settings while also 
signaling to students that a behavioral rule 
has been transgressed. 
 Ways of using language are imbued 
with power and power dynamics become 
apparent in settings where code switching 
is marked and used as a strategic tool 
(Bourdieu 1991; Myers-Scotton 1993). The 
marked and conscious code switches that 
speakers use carry social currency and 
depend on shared knowledge among 
interactants. Therefore, when code 
switching is intentional, speakers choose 
when to alternate between languages for 
specific reasons even though the act of code 
switching can be unfavorable in some social 
settings (Gumperz 1971). In such settings, 
code switching or the languages that 
speakers switch into have low social capital. 
Speakers in settings where languages have 
different values of social capital are 
discouraged from using a language with 
negative connotations and low social 
capital, like Marathi at the New India School. 
Therefore students are socialized out of 
using Marathi in education.  

Data Collection and Analysis Method: 
Classroom Discourse Analysis 
Classroom discourse intends to broaden 
understanding of educative processes 
through detailed documentation of language 
use in classrooms to demonstrate how 
culture is transmitted through teaching 
methods and classroom interactions 
(Cazden 1988; Spindler 1982). To collect data 
for discourse analysis, I took notes and 
recordings of lessons in eight, third and 
fourth standard classrooms in 2014. At the 
New India School, each standard has four 
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classes of students. Teachers instruct on 
subjects and rotate from class to class giving 
the same lesson to each group. I engaged in 
participant observation to best capture the 
daily interactions between students and 
teachers. I often sat at an empty desk in the 
back of the class for the duration of the 
forty-minute lesson taking notes and 
recording lessons. At the beginning of my 
observation period I followed teachers 
throughout the day to observe the same 
lesson given multiple times. When all 
teachers were familiar with my presence 
and the research I was doing at the school, I 
would stay in one class for the day listening 
to multiple teachers deliver their lessons. 
My position at the back of classrooms 
allowed me to observe the flow of lessons 
and transitions while not being overly 
intrusive to the students and teachers. 
However, from this perspective I could see 
and record the teachers best and not always 
hear and see the students’	reactions while in 
the lessons.  
 In the analysis phase of my research, 
I coded field notes, jottings, and lesson 
transcripts for repeated language use and 
concepts to find patterned uses indicating a 
pedagogical method. I also recorded “key 
incidents,”	or events that diverged from a 
norm, in extensive detail (Wilcox 1988:462). 
Analysis of key incidents helps to connect 
concrete actions to abstract concepts and 
theoretical frameworks such as language 
socialization and discipline (Erickson 1977). 
The examples of classroom discourse 
presented here demonstrate the teaching 
styles of three teachers Mrs. Kulkarni, Mrs. 
Godbole, and Mrs. Dongre in third and 
fourth grade classes over the course of 
various observation periods. I collected 
these examples from four different classes; 
two lessons with Mrs. Godbole, one math 
and one English, one geography lesson with 
Mrs. Kulkarni, and one science lesson with 
Mrs. Dongre. Patterns often overlapped 
across teachers and subjects at the New 
India School indicating a pedagogical 
standard. 

Linguistic Strategies for Classroom 
Management at the New India School 
Students at English-medium schools are 
socialized to use English in educational 

settings through immersion-style language 
pedagogy. The New India School strongly 
suggests that all speaking on school grounds 
should be in English. Contrary to the 
intention of English immersion, my data 
show that when teachers speak with other 
teachers or when students speak with their 
peers, they usually do so in Marathi. 
However, in teacher-student interactions, 
English is more often used. Teachers use 
specific linguistic strategies not only to 
convey information in English, but also 
importantly, to establish and enforce official 
educational norms and behaviors. The 
linguistic strategies that constitute and 
reaffirm the classroom context include code 
switching for disciplinary purposes and the 
phrase “yes or no”	used as a discourse 
marker to index important concepts and 
answers to questions.(2)  

 In the example below from a 
geography lesson, Mrs. Kulkarni explains 
imports and exports and how ships arriving 
at a port need to be refueled. She makes a 
statement after which she uses	“yes or no”:	

Mrs. Kulkarni: When the journeys are very long 
 ones↓	yes↑ they have to take pause and 
 they have to take pause and fill up at this 
 place↓ →yes or no↓ 

This pattern indicates that she announced a 
fact and important information. The way 
that “yes or no” follows the important 
information indicates that the phrase 
functions as a discourse marker. In the 
following example Mrs. Kulkarni again uses 
the discourse marker “yes or no” after 
stating a fact. Here she differentiates 
between when it is appropriate to measure 
with centimeters and meters and when it is 
necessary to measure in kilometers:  

Mrs. Kulkarni: Can we talk here about centimeters 
 and meters↑ 
 naturally not↓	we are talking in  
 kilometers↓ 
 	and that is why the scale is there, because 
 of also showing kilometers, yes↑		
	 means  that the distance between  
 different districts (.) that what (.) in what, 
 what will it be measured↑	in↑	kilometers↓	 
 →yes or no↓	 
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In the last sentence Mrs. Kulkarni uses the 
discourse marker “yes or no” following 
“kilometers.”	 “Yes or no”	references the 
previous statement that distance should be 
measured in kilometers. Again, “yes or no”	
indicates that Mrs. Kulkarni has stated a fact 
and important information. 
Below Mrs. Kulkarni uses the “yes or no”	
discourse marker twice in succession. She 
continues to describe how ships import and 
export goods and explains how boats carry 
items, followed by “yes or no”:	

Mrs. Kulkarni: All of the people uh (.)other people 
 ( ) are also carrying huge machines and 
 carrying ( ) boats are carrying (.) cargo  
 ships are carrying↑ the↑	 
 →yes or no↓	 
  then we have the terms for the import  
 and export →yes or no↓ when they're  
 bringing things from outside to the ships.  

Immediately after the first use of “yes or no,” 
she continues to explain that carrying items 
to and from ships constitutes the terms 
“import”	and “export,”	followed by the 
phrase “yes or no”	again. This sequence that 
shows the use of “yes or no”	as a discourse 
marker due to the absence of pauses, 
indicates to students that the teacher is 
stating facts or important information 
worthy of student’s attention. This final 
example begins with Mrs. Kulkarni posing a 
question to students and allowing them to 
answer, as indicated by a pause after a 
statement ending with rising intonation. For 
the second question she poses, Mrs. 
Kulkarni answers along with students and 
again uses the discourse marker “yes or no”	
indicating she has given the answer to the 
question:  

Mrs. Kulkarni: Do we have a port in Pune↑ (.2) 
Students: ((many students yell answers at the  
 same time)) 
Mrs. Kulkarni: no sea in Pune or around Pune so 
 no port is there naturally↓	so the closest 
 one to us is where↑(.2) 
Mrs. Kulkarni and students: MUMBAI 
Mrs. Kulkarni:→yes or no↓	so if you happen to be 
 in Mumbai sometime, ask your parents to   
  take you to the port. 

In this example, Mrs. Kulkarni does not 
evaluate the students’	answers directly, 
however the way she continues speaking 
after students give an answer in unison can 
be an indication that the students have 
answered correctly. Mrs. Kulkarni then 
follows their answer by posing another 
question, which is indicated in a similar 
fashion as the first question with a pause 
and rising intonation. However, after the 
second question she answers her own 
question along with the students. She then 
uses the discourse marker “yes or no”	with 
falling intonation, which indicates to the 
students that she has again stated the 
correct answer to her own question. 
 Marathi code switches(3) that occur 
at moments designated for English 
instruction marks Marathi as a language to 
be used to signify a student’s trouble with 
comprehension, but also delineates when 
and how it can be used. For example, in my 
field notes I captured two instances of 
partially condoned code switching. The first 
occurred when a student in the third 
standard was attempting to ask his social 
studies teacher, Ms. Preeti, a question in 
English but did not have the proficiency or 
fluency in English to successfully articulate 
his question. Ms. Preeti asked him twice, in 
English, to ask the question in Marathi so 
she could understand his question and help 
him. The second instance was in one of Mrs. 
Shinde’s third standard science lessons. She 
asked students to name the phases of the 
moon and one student correctly named 
them in Marathi. Mrs. Shinde responded by 
saying calmly, “And what are their names in 
English?”	to which another student 
responded by reciting the names in English. 
In this way, teachers recognize language 
mixing or code switching practiced in 
classrooms as an acceptable but undesirable 
behavior. This code switching practice and 
response to code switching socializes 
students into the proper linguistic 
competence to be employed in the 
classroom. The following examples 
demonstrate how code switching is used in 
classroom settings for disciplinary purposes 
in a math lesson: 
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Mrs. Godbole: ((Responding to a few students  
 arguing during times table recitation))  
 WHAT HAPPENED? Close your eyes again.  
 Marathit  sangu  ka? Marathi in  I say do? 
 ‘Should I say it in Marathi?’ 

Here Mrs. Godbole switches into Marathi 
from English to scold students for 
disrupting the flow of the times table 
recitations. The students understand the 
implicit meaning that they have committed 
behavioral errors when Mrs. Godbole 
threatens to explain what she wanted them 
to do in Marathi. This question was 
presented as a threat, as inferred by the 
tone, to discipline students rather than an 
option for alternate comprehension. After 
Mrs. Godbole states this sentence in 
Marathi, the students return to their task in 
a calm and organized manner. This example 
also demonstrates an instance where the 
teacher uses another complete sentence of 
Marathi to scold students after speaking in 
English first. This example is from an 
English language lesson, also led by Mrs. 
Godbole: 

Mrs. Godbole: QUIET! BE QUIET! 
Students: [TEACHER? TEACHER? ((many students 
 addressing questions at the same time  
 towards the teacher)) 
Mrs. Godbole: Sugla kulala    nahi?  
 All  understood not? 
 ‘Did you all not understand?’ It’s common 
 sense, but you never use it! 

These utterances take for granted that 
students speak Marathi because Mrs. 
Godbole does not translate the question. 
These examples therefore signal that a grave 
transgression in behavior has occurred 
because the Marathi is not a translation of 
English in either example so Marathi is not 
used as a clarifying language. Students learn 
that the teachers assume that they can 
speak and understand Marathi, but that they 
should never use Marathi in school. The 
final example again demonstrates the 
intention of using Marathi for disciplinary 
purposes in a science lesson:  

Mrs. Dongre: Take out your books and listen (.5) 
  

 Kitee vidyarthi  pustuka andle nahi?  
 How many  students books   brought no 
 ‘How many students did not bring their 
 books?’ 

This instance of Marathi use occurred 
immediately after Mrs. Dongre asked 
students to take out and open their 
textbooks for the lesson. Some students 
without books responded to her question by 
raising their hands and others did not 
respond, showing that they understood the 
question to be rhetorical and knew they had 
transgressed a rule by not arriving prepared 
for their lesson. These examples of code 
switching demonstrate teachers using 
Marathi in a conscious way for disciplinary 
purposes. 

Concluding Discussion 
The examples of classroom discourse that I 
explore here illustrate the multiple ways 
that teachers at the New India School use 
discourse markers and code switching 
strategically to manage the behavior and 
language of their students. Teachers’ use of 
these linguistic techniques have important 
implications for understanding how 
socializing processes are enacted and 
contested through classroom discourse. The 
way the discourse marker “yes or no”	is used 
to signal to students that important 
information has been stated implies that 
teachers expect students to understand 
information without immediate individual 
evaluation. This process calls into question 
the prevalence and universality of the I-R-E 
(initiation, response, evaluation) question 
form in classrooms (Macbeth 2004; McHoul 
1978; Mehan 1979). Additionally, by code 
switching, teachers demonstrate that 
students should use English while in school 
and that Marathi is a subversive language to 
be kept out of education.  
 Mrs. Kulkarni repeatedly uses the 
phrase “yes or no” after the statement of a 
fact or an answer to a question that she 
poses in the examples presented for analysis 
here. Therefore, “yes or no,” while appearing 
to be a question, functions as a discourse 
marker indicating to students that the 
teacher has just said something important, a 
fact, or a true statement while maintaining 
her role as speaker. Mrs. Kulkarni does not 
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ask individual students questions which 
would follow an I-R-E model of evaluating 
and assessing student comprehension of 
concepts in the classroom. Instead, she only 
sometimes pauses for student answers after 
posing a question. Mrs. Kulkarni’s use of the 
discourse marker in place of I-R-E 
questioning may be due to pedagogical 
training, time constraints, or behavioral 
management strategies. More data on this 
subject is necessary to draw conclusive 
evidence of this as a widespread pattern in 
India pedagogy. However, this divergence 
from the I-R-E model noted in my data 
presented here indicates that the phrase 
“yes or no”	functions as a discourse marker 
for Mrs. Kulkarni rather than as a question. 
 My exploration of 	“yes or no”	as a 
discourse marker in a classroom setting 
builds from an analysis of the indexical 
functions of discourse markers in general 
(Schiffrin 1987). The use of “yes or no”	as a 
discourse marker helps to create coherence 
in lessons by indexing that the teacher has 
just uttered a factual statement.	In this 
study, “yes or no”	as a discourse marker 
serves to maintain order and control in the 
classroom and foster coherence of the 
lesson and is not necessarily a mechanism 
for ensuring student comprehension.“Yes or 
no”	as a discourse marker also alerts 
students to memorize or pay attention to 
important facts stated directly before the 
phrase which stands in place of the teacher 
evaluating individual students’	
understanding and comprehension through 
means such as the I-R-E model. The 
discourse marker	“yes or no”	therefore 
engages students by drawing their attention 
to instances where their teacher states 
important information without requiring 
students to respond. This is why discourse 
markers become increasingly important in 
classrooms. If discourse markers like “yes or 
no”	are the only cues students have to index 
the answers teachers expect to questions 
then discourse markers indicate important 
factual information that students should be 
paying attention to and remembering on 
their own. This pattern implies a distinct 
pedagogical model of group-based learning 
rather than teacher facilitated individualized 
comprehension evaluation and assessment. 

 Code switching also reflects a 
linguistic pedagogical model at the New 
India School, where use of Marathi is 
discouraged and avoided. In the examples 
shown here, code switching as a linguistic 
method is a pedagogical tool that teachers 
use for discipline to maintain classroom 
order (Merritt et al. 1992; Probyn 2009). 
However, this switching is to be generally 
avoided by students and teachers in 
classrooms and only used in dire situations 
of miscommunication or misconduct as 
shown by examples in this case study. When 
code switching occurs in classrooms there 
are subtle socializing and disciplining 
messages about the merits of each language 
transmitted to students from teachers 
(Kuipers 1998). Marathi is reinforced as the 
private language and English is the language 
appropriate for formal and public spaces, 
like school and work. While Marathi may be 
a language generally discouraged from 
classroom use it is encouraged outside of 
the classroom in non-intellectual 
interactions, such as when speaking with 
family members, neighbors, shop keepers, 
or servants. Therefore a large part of what is 
learned in classrooms is a distinction 
between public and private languages 
(Kuipers 1998:127). English is the language of 
certain publics, such as school, work, and 
some public social spaces like malls and 
western style restaurants. On the other 
hand, Marathi is the language spoken with 
friends and family in private settings like the 
home or while interacting in social spaces 
like traditional style shops in the old city, 
parks, and Indian restaurants. This 
distinction reinforces that Marathi is used 
when English comprehension fails in formal 
settings. 
 When teachers discipline students by 
code switching into Marathi, these female 
teachers take on a speech pattern of a 
mother, structuring the experience of 
disciplining children in a classroom similar 
to one of disciplining children at home since 
the home space is where Marathi is not only 
accepted but actively enforced. Mrs. Shinde 
stated that while she insists that her 
children use English for schoolwork she is 
also adamant about teaching her children 
Marathi and having them speak it while at 
home (personal communication with author, 
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July, 25, 2014). To her, a fluent grasp of 
Marathi represents her children’s full 
integration as members of their society. 
Therefore, when these teachers code switch 
into Marathi in classrooms for disciplinary 
purposes they police student behavior on an 
intimate level by emphasizing that such an 
extreme transgression in behavior has 
occurred that a teacher needs to take on the 
speech patterns of a mother.  
 However, the use of Marathi for 
disciplinary purposes sets up a hierarchy of 
the two languages with English in a more 
privileged and accepted position in formal 
and professional settings. Teachers and 
students alike understand that the use of 
Marathi in school is looked down upon. In 
my fieldwork I found that teachers code 
switch through languages in a particular 
order, from English to Marathi or from a 
language with more prestige in formal 
settings to the language in a lower status 
position with lower social capital (Probyn 
2009). This process allocates these 
languages into a hierarchy where certain 
languages are favored over others 
depending on the setting. In my data 
teachers code switch into Marathi to clarify 
and discipline students when behavioral 
norms or comprehension fails. The use of 
Marathi at these moments demonstrates 
that it is not the preferred language in 
schools, while it may be a preferred 
language outside of school. Code switching 
in classrooms can function to meet multiple 
ends and in the case of Marathi in this 
English-medium school, it is a disciplinary 
tool not only used for increased 
comprehension but also used to signify a 
grave behavioral transgression. 
 While English is the language 
preferred in the New India School, my 
interlocutors who were students, teachers, 
and parents overwhelmingly noted that they 
prefer Marathi outside of school. One would 
expect that Marathi would be devalued and 
looked down upon as only a necessary 
language to be used with those who have no 
English competence, but rather, Marathi is a 
privileged language in many social spaces as 
well. English, as a privileged language in this 
school, is not preferred in all spaces. 
However, additional research is required to 
further elaborate this point. From data 
presented from this case study it is 

important to note that teachers and parents 
at the New India School do encourage 
students to speak Marathi, just not inside 
the school walls. The ways the linguistic 
methods explored here are used by teachers 
for discipline in classrooms suggest that 
additional data need to be collected to 
elaborate on the scope and prevalence of 
the conclusions drawn here from a case 
study in one school in Pune, India. 
 This analysis of classroom discourse 
clarifies the specific linguistic practices of 
socializing processes of the languages used 
in classrooms. Discourse markers function 
to maintain the order and flow of lessons 
rather than to check individual students’	
comprehension of classroom material. 
When teachers code switch and use Marathi 
they send subtle messages regarding the 
different merits of each language to 
students, reinforcing the hierarchical 
ordering of English over Marathi as a 
language privileged in settings like the New 
India School. 
  The specific languages used in school 
and the ways those languages are used 
become inscribed upon the realities of 
students inside and outside of classrooms. It 
is important to understand the different 
ways languages are used in educational 
institutions to understand the process of 
socializing students to expected behavioral 
norms and language use. Through a use of 
discourse markers and code switching, 
teachers are able to linguistically manage 
the behavior of students to socialize them 
into academic norms. Indian pedagogic 
practice at the New India School calls for 
students to memorize facts and answers, 
take part in group-based learning activities 
that suspend immediate individual 
evaluation, and use English as the language 
of education. An analysis of ethnographic 
data from English-medium classroom 
recordings and observations offers concrete 
examples of the process of learning in a 
language different from the language 
spoken at home, contributing to an 
understanding of notions of educational 
success and the relationship between 
English and Marathi in urban Maharashtrian 
schools and culture. 
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Notes 
1. All names used are pseudonyms. 
2. Transcription conventions are provided in 
Appendix A and are adapted from Jefferson 
(2004). 
3. Glossing rules for the code switching 
examples are provided in Appendix B and 
are adapted from the Leipzig Glossing Rules 
(2008). 

References Cited 
Agnihotri, Rajesh, and A. L. Khanna 
 1996 English Language Teaching in India: 
 Issues and Innovations. Thousand  
 Oaks, Calif.: SAGE Publications Pvt. 
 Ltd. 

Annamalai, E.  
2012 India's Economic Restructuring with 
 English: Costs Versus Benefits. In  
 Language Policies in Education:  
 Critical Issues. ed. Tollefson, James 
 W. New York: Routledge. 

Annamalai, E. 
2003 Medium of Power: The Questions of 
 English in Education in India in  
 Tollefson, James W., and Amy B. M. 

 Tsui, eds. Medium of Instruction  
 Policies: Which Agenda? Whose  
 Agenda? New York: Routledge. 

Auer, Peter 
1999 Code-Switching in Conversation:  
 Language, Interaction and Identity. 
 New York: Routledge. 

Benei, Veronique 
2005 Of Languages, Passions, and  
 Interests: Education, Regionalism,  
 and Globalization in Maharashtra,  
 1800-2000. In Assayag, Jackie, and C. 
 J. Fuller. eds. Globalizing India:  
 Perspectives from below. Anthem  
 South Asian Studies. London:  
 Anthem. 

Blom, Jan Peter and John Joseph Gumperz 
1986 Social Meaning in Linguistic  
 Structures: Code-switching in  
 Norway. In J. J. Gumperz & D. Hymes 
 eds., Directions in Sociolinguistics: 
 The Ethnographic Communication. 
 Oxford, UK: Basil Blackwell Ltd.  

Bourdieu, Pierre 
1991 Language and Symbolic Power.  
 Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
 Press. 

Cazden, Courtney 
1988 Classroom Discourse: The Language 
 of Teaching and Learning.  
 Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

Chaudron, Craig, and Jack C. Richards  
1985 The Effect of Discourse Markers on 
 the Comprehension of Lectures.  
 Applied Linguistics 7(2): 113–27. 

Crystal, David  
2003 English as a Global Language.  
 Cambridge, UK: Cambridge  
 University Press.  

Erickson, Frederick  
1977 Some Approaches to Inquiry in  
 School-Community Ethnography.  
 Anthropology & Education Quarterly 
 8(2): 58–69. 

   



Student Anthropologist  |  Volume 4  |  Number 2 !15

Flowerdew, John, and Steve Tauroza 
 1995 The Effect of Discourse Markers on 
 Second Language Lecture   
 Comprehension. Studies in Second 
 Language Acquisition 17(4): 435–58. 

Gardner-Chloros, Penelope 
2009 Code-Switching. Cambridge, UK:  
 Cambridge University Press. 

Gumperz, John Joseph  
1992 Contextualization and   
 Understanding. In C. Duranti A.;  
 Goodwin (Ed.), (Tran.), Rethinking  
 Context: Language as an Interactive 
 Phenomenon (229-252). Cambridge, 
 UK: Cambridge University Press.  

Gumperz, John Joseph 
1982 Discourse Strategies. Cambridge, UK: 
 Cambridge University Press. 

Gumperz, John Joseph 
1971 Language in Social Groups. Stanford, 
 CA: Stanford University Press. 

Heller, Monica 
2003[1994] Crosswords: Language,  
 Education, and Ethnicity in French 
 Ontario. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter  
 GmbH & Co. 

Jefferson, Gail  
2004 Glossary of Transcript Symbols with 
 an Introduction. In G. H. Lerner (Ed.) 
 Conversation Analysis: Studies from 
 the First Generation (pp. 13-23).  
 Philadelphia: John Benjamins. 

Kuipers, Joel C. 
1998 Language, Identity, and Marginality 
 in Indonesia: The Changing Nature of 
 Ritual Speech on the Island of Sumba. 
 Cambridge, UK: Cambridge  
 University Press.  

Kumari, Archana 
2015 A Study of Growth of Secondary  
 Education in Delhi. International  
 Journal of Social Science Research 
 3(1): 85–99. 

Ladousa, Chaise and Krishna Kumar 
2014 Hindi Is Our Ground, English Is Our 
 Sky: Education, Language, and Social 

 Class in Contemporary India. New  
 York: Berghahn Books. 

Larson, Mildred L., and Patricia M. Davis, 
eds. 
1981 Bilingual Education: An Experience in 
 Peruvian Amazonia. Washington,  
 D.C.  : Dallas: Summer Inst of  
 Linguistics.  

Lave, Jean, and Etienne Wenger 
1991     Situated Learning: Legitimate  
 Peripheral Participation. Cambridge 
 UK: Cambridge University Press. 

Lee, Hikyoung 
2004 Discourse Marker Use in Native and 
 Non-Native English Speakers. In  
 Carol Lynn Moder and Aida  
 Martinovic-zic, eds. Discourse Across 
 Languages and Cultures. Philadephia, 
 PA: John Benjamins Publishing. 

Levinson, Bradley U 
2001 We Are All Equal: Student Culture  
 and Identity at a Mexican Secondary 
 School, 1988– 1998. Durham: Duke  
 University Press Books. 

Macbeth, Douglas 
2004 The Relevance of Repair for  
 Classroom Correction. Language in 
 Society 33(5): 703–736.  

Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary 
Anthropology and the University of Leipzig 
2008 The Leipzig Glossing Rules:  
 Conventions for Interlinear  
 Morpheme-by-Morpheme Glosses. 

McHoul, Alexander W. 
1978 The Organization of Turns at Formal 
 Talk in the Classroom. Language in 
 Society 7:183– 212. 

Meeuwis, Michael & Jan Bloemaert 
1998 A Monolectal View of Code- 
 Switching: Layered Code-Switching 
 among Zairians in Belgium. In Peter 
 Auer, ed. Code-Switching in  
 Conversation: Language, Interaction 
 and Identity. London: Routledge. 



Student Anthropologist  |  Volume 4  |  Number 2 !16

Mehan, Hugh  
1985 The Structure of Classroom  
 Discourse. In T.A. van Dijk, ed.  
 Handbook of Discourse Analysis.  
 London: Academic. 

Mehan, Hugh  
1979 Learning Lessons: Social   
 Organization in the Classroom.  
 Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
 Press. 

Merritt, Marilyn, Allie Cleghorn, Jared O. 
Abagi, and Grace Bunyi 
1992 Socialising Multilingualism:  
 Determinants of Codeswitching in 
 Kenyan Primary Classrooms. Journal 
 of Multilingual and Multicultural  
 Development 13 (1-2): 103–121.  

Myers-Scotton, Carol 
1989 Codeswitching with English: Types of 
 Switching, Types of Communities.  
 World Englishes 8(3): 333–346.  

Narula, Manju 
2012 Emerging Issues at Secondary Level  
 Focus on Private Schools in Madhya 
 Pradesh, India. Occasional Paper,  
 National University of Educational 
 Planning and Administration: New 
 Delhi. 

Paris, Django 
2013 Language across Difference:  
 Ethnicity, Communication, and Youth 
 Identities in Changing Urban  
 Schools. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
 University Press. 

Prendergast, Catherine 
2008 Buying into English: Language and 
 Investment in the New Capitalist  
 World. Pittsburgh:University of  
 Pittsburgh Press. 

Probyn, Margie 
2009 ‘Smuggling the Vernacular into the 
 Classroom’: Conflicts and Tensions in 
 Classroom Codeswitching in  
 Township/Rural Schools in South  
 Africa. International Journal of  
 Bilingual Education and Bilingualism 
 12(2): 123–136.  

Proctor, Lavanya Murali 
2014 English and Globalization in India:  
 The Fractal Nature of Discourse.  
 Journal of Linguistic Anthropology 
 24(3):294–314. 

Rao, Giridhar A. 
2013 ‘The English-Only Myth: Multilingual 
 Education in India.’ Language 
 Problems and Language Planning  
 37(3): 271–79. 

Schiffrin, Deborah 
2001 Discourse Markers: Language,  
 Meaning, and Context. In: D.  
 Schiffrin, D. Tannen, & H. Hamilton 
 (eds.). The Handbook of Discourse  
 Analysis, 54-59. Oxford: Basil  
 Blackwell. 

Schiffrin, Deborah 
1988 Discourse Markers. Cambridge, UK: 
 Cambridge University Press. 

Spindler, George 
 1982 Doing the Ethnography of Schooling: 
 Educational Anthropology in Action. 
 New York: Holt, Rinehart and  
 Winston. 

Swan, Michael 
2005  Practical English Usage. OUP Oxford. 

Vaish, Viniti 
2008 Biliteracy and Globalization: English 
 Language Education in India. New  
 York:Multilingual Matters Ltd. 

Wilcox, Kathleen  
1988 Differential Socialization in the  
 Classroom: Implications for Equal  
 Opportunity. In George Spindler, ed. 
 Doing the Ethnography of Schooling: 
 Educational Anthropology in Action 
 Auflage: Reprint. Waveland Pr Inc: 
 268-316. 



Student Anthropologist  |  Volume 4  |  Number 2 !17

Appendix A: Transcription Conventions 
Adapted from Jefferson, Gail (2004).  
↑	 An upward arrow means the speaker 
 uses rising intonation. 
↓	 A downward arrow indicates falling 
 intonation. 
→		 An arrow like this denotes a  
 particular utterance of interest to the 
 analyst. 
CAPITALS  Capital letter denote that  
 something was said loudly or louder 
 than other speech. 
[ Brackets denote a point where  
 overlapping speech occurs. 
( ) Empty parenthesis means words  
 spoken at this location in the  
 utterance were unclear to transcribe. 
(( ))  Double parenthesis indicate  
 extralinguistic information. 
(.2)      Numbers in parenthesis indicate a  
 silence or pause of tenths of a  
 second. 
(.)   A period inside parentheses denotes 
 a micro pause or a notable pause but 
 of no significant length. 

Appendix B: Glossing Rules 
Adapted from the Leipzig Glossing Rules 
(2008). 

“Word-by-word alignment: Interlinear 
glosses are left-aligned vertically, word by 
word, with the example” (2008:2). The 
language other than English is written first 
in italics, then the word-by-word alignment 
translation in smaller print, and finally the 
English translation.
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Prolonging Disaster (Un)recovery: “Culturally-Irrelevant” Fish Consumption 
Advisories in the Keweenaw Bay Indian Community 

Introduction 
“The fish are contaminated?!”  I could barely 
believe what I was hearing.  It was 2008 and 
I was sitting in a tiny, university desk-chair 
as I listened to guest speaker Melvin Visser, 
“scientists discovered that toxic substances 
evaporate from agricultural and industrial 
uses, circle the globe, and travel north.  
Arctic whale blubber, harvested by the Inuit 
for food, is at toxic levels that would classify 
them as hazardous waste!”  Mr. Visser was 
invited by my Environmental Policy 
professor to talk about his new book, Cold, 
Clear, and Deadly (2007).  His investigation  

into Great Lakes contamination by 
persistent organic pollutants (POPs) had 
appalling results.  Once emitted, POPs exist 
for decades, or centuries, bioaccumulating 
from plankton to top (fish-bird-human) 
predators (USEPA 2012).  Visser told us that 
Arctic peoples were being exposed to these 
toxics on a daily basis through their fish-
based diets and young children were 
exposed through their mother’s breast milk.  
In that moment, I realized that I had 
dispersed my body’s own POPs burden 
among my four young boys.  From that point 
forward, I felt an urgent need to know more 
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Abstract 

The United States responded to the 1971 international mercury crisis by establishing fish 
consumption advisories, which were intended to warn the American public of temporary 
mercury contamination in fish. However, advisories remain implemented as public health 
protection measures in all fifty states. This perpetual reliance on advisories is prolonging 
disaster recovery, or more precisely, ensuring a continuous state of what I term “disaster 
(un)recovery.”  Modified approaches create “eat safe fish” guidance for fishers, producing 
“culturally-relevant” recommendations.  This means advisories offer a number of “healthy” 
choices that correspond to specific bodies of water and fish species favored by varying 
target populations.  This article explores fish advisory policy in the Keweenaw Bay Indian 
Community (KBIC), a federally-recognized Indian tribe that retains treaty-established 
homelands and harvesting rights in the Lake Superior region.  By using ethnographic and 
oral history methods, I examined fish harvest practices in an effort to create culturally-
relevant fish advisory recommendations for the community.  However, my analysis reveals 
the cultural irrelevance of advisories as health protection measures for the KBIC.  
Examining cultural considerations within KBIC harvesting and in the development of fish 
advisories illustrates how the notion of “culture” actually leads to increased toxic exposure.  
The KBIC rely on fish for social and spiritual wellbeing, which simultaneously places their 
physical health at great risk.  I argue that advisory policy as public health protection is 
primarily a social justice issue, and conclude by identifying pathways for culturally-specific 
recovery.   

Keywords: Fish consumption advisory policy; toxic substances 
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about this invisible, yet lurking phenomenon 
that surrounded our family’s home in Lake 
Superior’s Keweenaw Bay.   
 In the midst of an international 
mercury crisis, the U.S. implemented a toxic 
disaster recovery plan in the early 1970’s: 
destroy millions of tons of contaminated 
fish, implement stricter regulations for 
polluters, and issue “temporary” fish 
consumption advisories to warn the public 
about toxic fish (Egan 2008; O’Neill 2004).  
Chemically-contaminated fish were 
discovered to be the cause of the hundreds 
of deaths, and thousands of diseases and 
disorders, devastating Minamata Bay Japan 
in the previous two decades (Harada 1995).  
However, toxic fish and “temporary” 
advisories have endured; this disaster 
response strategy currently maintains 4,821 
advisories across the U.S. (USEPA 2014a).  
Now mandated in some states (MDCH 2015), 
fish advisories are a toxic risk management 
tool (USEPA 1996).  The government’s 
perpetual reliance on advisories is 
prolonging disaster recovery, or more 
accurately, ensuring a continuous state of 
what I call “disaster (un)recovery.”  Although 
advisories originated through strict “do not 
eat” warnings, modified approaches create 
“eat safe fish” guides for fishers, with the 
intention of producing “culturally-relevant” 
advice.  This means advisories focus on 
fishing behavior, offering a number of 
“healthy” choices that correspond to 
specific bodies of water and fish species 
that are favored by varying target 
populations.   
 In this article, I examine fish 
consumption advisories in Lake Superior’s 
Keweenaw Bay Indian Community (KBIC).  
Ironically, I began my research in 2009 to 
determine how to create a culturally-
relevant advisory for the KBIC.  Less than 
one year into this work, I realized I had 
made a huge assumption—I assumed that a 
culturally-relevant advisory could exist.  I 
have been asked several times by individuals 
with the best intention: how do you educate 
tribes to decrease their fish consumption?  
It appears pertinent to investigate this 
question because fish consumption is the 
primary route of human exposure to toxic 
substances (USEPA 2014a), and Great Lakes 
tribal communities consume two- to 

thirteen-times more fish than 
recommended by current safety standards 
(GLIFWC 1993; O’Neill 2004).  Yet during my 
ethnographic research, which I conducted 
between 2010 to 2014, I learned that my 
intention to “educate tribes” was severely 
misplaced.  
 KBIC harvesting practices provide 
subsistence, social, and spiritual wellbeing 
for their community.  This practice cannot 
be sustained for future generations by 
simply “choosing fish lower in mercury.”  
Federal and state agencies also consider 
culture in the development of fish 
advisories, but a cultural dependence on 
fish actually provides the rationale to 
expose some populations to higher levels of 
toxic substances.  These differing 
considerations illustrate the incongruence 
between advisories and fishing 
communities. In these particular places, an 
ensemble of densely contaminated relations 
exists: toxics-waterbodies-fish-humans are 
indivisible.  This emphasizes Stacy Alaimo’s 
argument in Bodily Natures (2010): artificial 
distinctions between environments and the 
self enable the ongoing proliferation of toxic 
residence among all.  Calculations of real or 
potential harm cannot do justice, and based 
on this, Alaimo urges scholars to find ethical 
clarity in defining and debating 
environmental justice by embracing the 
entangled nature of bodies and 
environments. The case of Keweenaw Bay 
offers a particular example of how the 
proliferation of advisories serves to 
undermine recovery and inadvertently 
perpetuate (un)recovery.  

Fish Consumption Advisories and the 
Keweenaw Bay Indian Community 
In 1971, Michigan issued the first national 
fish consumption advisory.  Public service 
announcements warned “do not eat” St. 
Clair River fish as they were extremely 
contaminated with methyl-mercury (USEPA 
2014b).  Currently, advisories are issued as 
public health protection by federal agencies, 
in all fifty states, and by many Native 
American tribes (USEPA 2014a).  Described 
as “recommendations” and “guidance,” 
advisories educate the public on how to 
limit and avoid certain bodies of water and 
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and fish species due to the following 
(primary) five contaminants: mercury, PCBs, 
chlordane, dioxins, and DDT (MDCH 2015, 
USEPA 2014a).  The ongoing sources of these 
toxic substances are both global and local.  
Mercury emissions are a result of coal-fired 
power plants and other manufacturing 
processes; dioxins are industrial 
byproducts; and POPs are synthetic 
chemicals such as pesticides, coal-tar 
sealants, and flame retardants.  These 
suspected cancer-causing substances have 
been correlated to numerous harmful health 
effects in both humans and animals, 
especially during early life exposure (USEPA 
2012).  Therefore, the EPA and the Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA) have jointly 
issued a nationwide mercury advisory for 
store-bought and restaurant fish; and 
thirty-eight states, including all of the Great 
Lakes states, have issued statewide mercury 
advisories for fresh-caught fish (MDCH 
2015; USEPA 2013).  At the time of this 
writing, a variety of advisories cover almost 
half of the nation’s lake acreage, river miles, 
and coastlines (USEPA 2013).   
 In the 1990s, government agencies 
began modifying their approach to create 
“culturally-relevant” advisories for “sensitive 
populations” and “high-end 
consumers” (GLC 2013; HPTF-IJC 2004).  
This was in response to a number of 
scholarly critiques which found that the 
communities most in need of contamination 
information lacked fish advisory awareness, 
understanding, or trust in issuing agencies 
(Beehler et al. 2003; Chess et al. 2005; 
O’Neill 2003).  Women of childbearing-age, 
developing children, and those who relied 
heavily on marine diets became the focus of 
“culturally-relevant” information.  Some 
examples include: 1) advisory pamphlets 
available in several different languages 
specific for women of child-bearing age and 
nursing mothers (USEPA 2014a); 2) advisory 
information and materials for Great Lakes 
youth (MDCH 2015); 3) advisories for African 
Americans showing them where the least-
contaminated catfish can be found in the 
Detroit region (MSG 2013); and 4) a range of 
“Mercury Maps” provided to Great Lakes 
tribes showing them how many ogaa 
(walleye) can be safely consumed from 
inland water bodies (GLIFWC 2013a).  The 

The United States Environmental Protection 
Agency (U.S. EPA) and the Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) jointly issued a 
national mercury-related advisory for store-
bought fish and fish served in restaurants. 
The United States Environmental Protection 
Agency (U.S. EPA) and the Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) jointly issued a 
national mercury-related advisory for store-
bought fish and fish served in 
restaurants.Great Lakes region is well 
known for their fishing cultures (GLIFWC 
2013a, 2013b; Habron et al. 2008; Imm et al. 
2005), and as a result, educating the public 
to “eat safe fish” and ”choose fish lower in 
mercury” remains a top priority.   
 However, fish advisories create 
outright burdens for tribes who retain 
treaty-established, federally-recognized 
homelands and harvesting rights (Donatuto 
and Harper 2008; O’Neill 2004, 2007; Wood 
2007).  Harvesting and consuming fish 
provide tribes with socio-cultural and 
spiritual health, while simultaneously, place 
their physical health at great risk.  In Lake 
Superior’s KBIC, for example, more than 
seventy-five-percent of tribal members 
report fish as a primary source of 
subsistence (Gagnon et al. 2013).  As the 
successor of the L’Anse and Ontonagon 
Bands of Lake Superior Chippewa Indians, 
the KBIC are a federally-recognized Indian 
tribe, and signatories to two treaties with 
the U.S. (KBIC 2013).  In the 1842 Treaty of La 
Pointe, they ceded over ten-million acres to 
the federal government, and reserved their 
existing rights of hunting, fishing, gathering, 
and worship, within the ceded territory.  
The 1854 Treaty of La Pointe established the 
L’Anse Reservation.  Treaties were intended 
to protect the subsistence culture of the 
people, a deeply personal and densely 
relational lifeway practiced through 
harvesting.  Thus, the very identity of the 
Community is pervaded by toxic fish.   

“Studying Through” Fish Consumption 
Advisory Policy  
I employ the “studying through” approach, 
developed by anthropologists Cris Shore 
and Susan Wright (1997), to examine fish 
advisory policy. Studying through probes 
policy across space and time, exploring the
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makings of policies through their influence 
on people’s daily lives (Wright and Reinhold 
2011).  Policy intervenes to transform society 
and citizen’s behaviors, but often, 
unintended meanings and contradictory 
effects occur among “target populations.”  
Then, it becomes necessary for policy to 
evolve.  Viewed from an anthropological 
perspective, studying policy reveals the 
logics and mechanisms through which 
advisories contribute to ongoing toxic 
exposure among fishing communities.      
 Within the KBIC, my fieldwork began 
in early 2010 with full-time volunteer work 
for the KBIC Natural Resources Department 
and Hatchery (NRD).  I assisted staff in 
various hatchery duties, fish and wildlife 
assessments, and native plants’ propagation.  
Through January 2011, I collected seventeen 
oral histories across three generations of 
fishing activity.  Also, I engaged in many 
subsistence harvesting activities, and 
seasonal ceremonies, for fish, wild rice, 
berries, maple syrup, and many others, 
alongside Community families through 2014.  
I coded all fieldnotes and oral histories 
based on pertinent analytic themes (Bernard 
2006; Emerson et al. 1995).  Throughout this 
research, my role grew considerably to 
include consultant activities, serving on 
advisory boards, and connecting the KBIC 
with research projects at Michigan 
Technological University.   

“Culturally-irrelevant” Fish Consumption 
Advisories in Keweenaw Bay  
Scholars of anthropology and political 
ecology have shown that disaster events 
result primarily from vulnerability, 
circumstances provided by preexisting 
social and political conditions (Oliver-Smith 
and Hoffman 1999; Whiteford and Whiteford 
2005).  In the aftermath of disasters, 
conditions persist to reify vulnerability.  
Toxic disasters are especially pertinent 
because harm enacted on bodies and 
environments is often chronic and 
imperceptible (Hoffman and Oliver-Smith 
2002; Johnston 2011).  In Life Exposed (2002), 
Adriana Petryna explores the 1986 
Chernobyl disaster, highlighting how a 
myriad of actors contribute to disaster 
“nonrecovery” in complicated and peculiar 

ways.  She argues that nonrecovery takes 
place in a continuous renegotiation of 
power and truth, producing the 
normalization of toxic “biological citizens.”  
Similarly, as the production of fish 
advisories has become accepted practice, 
toxic exposure is normalized by federal and 
state agencies, and also, within the fish-
consuming public.  (Un)recovery is disguised 
as health protection where the emphasis 
placed on individual responsibility to “eat 
safe fish” and make “healthy choices” elides 
the enduring and ruinous history of the 
toxic fish disaster.   
 Toxic disasters recede quickly and 
quietly among other prevalent global issues, 
and nowhere is this more visible than within 
the daily struggles of vulnerable 
populations.  Toxicity becomes assimilated 
into everyday experiences of vulnerability.  
Several scholars challenge us to view these 
burdens as an extension of colonialism 
(Stoler 2013).  In Imperial Debris, Ann Stoler 
(2013) defines this process as “ruination,” 
linking the colonial past to present-day 
consequences.  In the case of advisories, risk 
management schemes facilitate ruination by 
transforming the state’s responsibility of 
managing imperial ruins into a burden of 
the individual (O’Neill 2003, 2004; Shore et 
al. 2011).  But due to socio-cultural factors, 
the KBIC are one of many vulnerable 
populations that do not, cannot, or will not 
reduce risk by following advisory 
recommendations (Cassady 2007; Donatuto 
et al. 2011; Gagnon et al. 2013; Imm et al. 
2005; O’Neill 2007; Ranco 2001; Scherer et 
al. 2008).  For populations that are culturally 
dependent on fish, negotiating the power 
and truth of toxicity is an ongoing matter of 
social justice.   

Cultural Considerations of Harvesting Fish 
in Keweenaw Bay  
In Keweenaw Bay, toxic fish are merely part 
of the disaster story. Throughout this story, 
protecting the tribal fish harvest and their 
right to harvest remain priority.  This can 
only be understood through the physical, 
social, and spiritual values harvesting 
provides for the KBIC.     
 A long history of crisis has affected 
subsistence harvesting for the KBIC 
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including colonization, industrialization, 
large-scale commercial fishing, and a series 
of federal assimilation policies (Wilkinson 
2005).  The 1842 Treaty of La Pointe was 
negotiated by the Lake Superior Chippewa 
Indians amidst this crisis.  Also during this 
time period, Michigan had gained statehood, 
and in so doing, assumed control of all 
hunting and fishing regulations.  For 
Community members, this meant decades 
of tickets, fines, and time spent in jail for 
harvesting outside state regulations.  In the 
late 1920s, a KBIC fisherman took his case to 
the Michigan Supreme Court, arguing that 
the Treaty of 1842 protected his fishing from 
Michigan regulations.  In the People v. Chosa 
(1930), the judge ruled that 1842 Treaty 
rights were null and void.  But Community 
members did not stop harvesting.  Instead, 
they developed comprehensive schemes to 
avoid detection by Michigan law 
enforcement.  Still, KBIC harvesters 
continued to get caught, and ticketed, fined, 
and jailed.  In the late 1960s, when yet 
another KBIC fisherman was ticketed for 
having four Lake Trout out of season, with 
Community support, he took his case to the 
Michigan Supreme Court.  In the People v. 
Jondreau (1971), the judge in this case 
overturned the Chosa (1930) decision, and 
reaffirmed the rights laid out in the 1842 
Treaty.  This set a national precedent for 
American Indian tribes; Pacific Northwest 
tribes would win a landmark case of their 
own just a few years later (Wilkinson 2005). 
 These court victories were followed 
by Great Lakes States issuing fish 
consumption advisories.  Although the 
history of advisories are tied to chemically-
contaminated fish, and not a result of People 
v. Jondreau, the KBIC viewed advisories in 
the context of their local experiences which 
centered on protecting their right to 
harvest.  They did not believe in “invisible” 
contamination but instead, that advisories 
were another political obstacle, a counter-
act by the State of Michigan.  One elder 
fisherman who I spoke with describes this 
common reaction among the tribal 
community: 
 I probably heard about it on TV, about the 
 mercury levels and stuff like that. … But t
 hat was back during the 70s I think.  Well, 

the thing I thought about the most was they’re 
coming out with this because Jondreau had won 
the case already.  And that they wanted people to 
boycott the fish and not eat it. … That was my 
thinking.  If that was true or not?  The Natives get 
the right to fish and all of a sudden there’s 
something wrong with the fish?  And then I was 
just wondering how long we would be able to keep 
on fishing because eventually the Congress or 
something will make some laws and change it or 
stop it. 

Another fisherman describes his perspective 
of the present-day advisory situation: 
 Is it another god dang scam of the State of 
 Michigan? Or DNR putting this shit in our 
 heads? I’ve never seen proof of it, any of 
 this [ fish contaminants]. … They’ll do  
 anything to god dang shut down this  
 [tribal] commercial fishing. And one thing 
 about it would be: “Oh, the fish is  
 contaminated. You don’t want to eat too 
 much of it. 

The generations who experienced the early 
fish advisories firsthand with disbelief, have 
impressed similar disbelief into the next 
generation.  Although some KBIC members 
believe that the fish are contaminated, 
protecting the harvest and KBIC rights to 
harvest take precedence.  Lastly, the People 
v. Jondreau (1971) decision not only 
reaffirmed harvesting rights, but also 
incited cultural revitalization in Keweenaw 
Bay.  This is an extremely important point to 
understanding the KBIC view of recovery.  
Whether or not KBIC members believe in 
contaminated fish, advisories are viewed as 
a continuation of assimilation.   In the 
context of their centuries-long crisis, the 
revitalization of harvesting and its 
associated values, is essential to KBIC 
cultural recovery.  
 There are concrete values that 
harvesting provides for the Community and 
its members which are the priority when it 
comes to decisions about fishing.  These are 
the reasons why protecting the harvest and 
KBIC rights to harvest are so significant.  
First of all, subsistence harvesting is about 
having a food mainstay.  It is not for sport or 
recreational purposes. One young fisherman 
describes the subsistence value of fish:  
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 Food. I mean that’s pretty much why I go 
 [ fishing]. Same with hunting, it’s just food.  
 I don’t focus on big trophies.  You are not 
 going to see me with a big fish mounted on 
 my wall or a deer-head. …  I just see it as a 
 source of food. … You kill it, you eat it. I see 
 a lot of sports enthusiasts and they go out 
 there and shoot the big buck. Will I shoot 
 the big buck?  If it’s there, yea, but I am 
 also going to eat it.  I don’t discriminate 
 against a doe or a buck.  If it’s there, it’s 
 there. I’m not usually the one to go out  
 there and look for the big rack or  
 anything. It’s the same with fish; if it’s  
 there, it’s there.  

Having this subsistence food source was the 
primary reason for reserving harvesting 
rights in the Treaty.  Second, harvesting is 
way to practice and express Community 
social values, values such as cooperation 
and sharing.  All those who harvest give part 
of their harvest away to others. The 
following is one example from an elder 
fisherman:  
 Once a month, I took one catch and I gave 
 it all away. I’d go over to [Name] or  
 somebody; my mother had some friends 
 that loved fish and I’d just go over to their 
 house and give them a dozen Herring or 
 something like that. And my Grandfather 
 always said, “Once you give your fish  
 away, or catch, good things will start  
 coming to you.” 

Harvest sharing is a way of strengthening 
social relationships, caring for elders, and 
passing knowledge from one generation to 
another.  Also, the Community is one of 
many tribes that have deeply embedded 
spiritual connections to the land, to the 
waters, to the fish and wildlife (Geniusz 
2009; GLIFWC 2013b; McRoy and Bichler 
2011).  For example, Lake Superior is viewed 
as a spiritual being, Ojibwe Gichigami 
(“Ojibwa’s Great Sea”), and She is very 
powerful.  The following fisherman talks 
about respecting the power of Lake 
Superior: 
 You can set your own schedule, per say, I 
 mean the Lake sets the real schedule. You 
 gotta go by what She says, not by what you 
 know. … And like I say, Lake Superior’s the 
 boss when you’re fishing. On-seasons from 

 spring until late fall, that Lake could stand 
 right up and lay right down, in 10-15  
 minutes. You’d be looking at calm seas and 
 10 minutes later you’re looking at 6  
 footers. Then She could lay right down for 
 you again. 

Respect for Her power is conducted 
through seasonal ceremonies and daily 
prayers because this respect ensures 
physical health and safety for the fishing 
families while they are out on the water, and 
for the Community through a successful 
fishing harvest.   
 And there’s a saying that the Gtchigami 
 never gives up Her dead.  So there’s a lot of 
 respect you got to do for that Lake before 
 you even start just going out there fishing 
 and having fun.  Fishing is a way of life 
 very few people get to live, a privilege.   
 And that means laying your tobacco in the 
 morning in the water, thanking the Water 
 Spirits and having a real appreciation of… 
 existence.  Not only for the animal that we 
 are harvesting but the respect for that  
 animal, and for all other human beings; 
 this is what I believe. 

Harvesting ceremonies for food, 
socialization, and spirituality affirms their 
identity as an indigenous fishing community 
throughout the seasons, contributing to the 
health and well-being of the people.  In the 
KBIC, physical risks to the individual, and 
risk as a concept, are isolated from the 
values of priority relevance: revitalizing 
cultural harvesting.  The environmental and 
social relationships maintained through 
harvesting cannot be limited or eliminated 
and they cannot be sustained for future 
generations by “choosing fish lower in 
mercury.”  With the reaffirmation of Treaty 
rights in this particular context, and within 
a culture that values the tribal fish harvest 
for physical, social, spiritual, and political 
well-being, advisory recommendations can 
never be relevant.   

Cultural Considerations in the 
Development of Advisories 
Agencies acknowledge that “culture” is an 
important consideration for effective toxic 
risk management (USEPA 2014b). 
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A culturally-relevant advisory deduces 
culture into preferred water bodies and fish 
species for specific populations.  This 
information is informed by the calculation 
of the fish consumption rate (FCR).  FCRs 
represent how much fish is consumed in a 
defined timeframe at particular meal sizes, 
and are currently determined for various 
populations.  However, risk management 
decisions underlying the FCR reveal that 
cultural considerations actually leads to less 
protection for those most at-risk.   
 A particular problematic feature of 
toxic risk management is the determination 
of the reference dose (RfD).  The RfD is the 
level of a contaminant deemed to be a 
“reasonable risk” that is “safe” for human 
exposure (MDCH 2015).  To ensure 
“relevant” reliance on fish within specific 
cultural and environmental factors, 
calculating the RfD is viewed as a local 
endeavor (USEPA 1996; IMNA 2007).  The 
process incorporates various risks and 
benefits, including culture, of consuming 
fish.  The socio-cultural and spiritual 
benefits of fish consumption factor into the 
FCR equation by offsetting physical risks, 
and therefore, result in higher RfDs 
(Cassady 2010).  Table 1 shows several RfDs 
used by different agencies concerning 
methyl-mercury (MeHg), the contaminant 
responsible for more than eighty-percent of 
national advisories (USEPA 2013).  The level 
of stringency varies from 0.1 – 0.5 
micrograms of MeHg per kilogram of body 
weight per day (µg/kg/day).  Exposure to 
“safe” levels of MeHg is not equal although it  
becomes disguised as uniform advice in fish 
advisories.  For communities who rely on 
fish for material and spiritual subsistence, 
such as the KBIC, higher exposure is built 
into the FCR equation and used to produce 
culturally-relevant recommendations for 
those groups.  
 Fish consumption patterns vary 
greatly in the general population.  Factors 
such as ethnicity, region, gender, and age 
are used to determine different 
consumption sensitivities.  The USEPA 
ambient water quality criterion in the Clean 
Water Act (CWA), section 304(a), 
recommends an “average American” FCR to 
be 6.5 grams per day (g/day) (USEPA 1980).   
“Average” consumption was determined to 

comprise the majority of the general 
population, and therefore, the aim of policy 
protection.  This means that populations 
with low to average consumption patterns 
are protected by CWA ambient water quality 
standards.  However, fish consumption is 
higher than average for Great Lakes 
consumers and many tribal populations 
(Donatuto and Harper 2008; O’Neill 2004; 
Ranco 2001); all those with above-average 
fish consumption patterns lie outside of 
policy protection.  To protect those most at-
risk, CWA criterion would need to focus on 
populations with the highest fish 
consumption patterns.   
 Documented FCRs represented in 
terms of meal servings further emphasize 
exposure disparities.  Most concerning is: 1) 
differing measures of what constitutes a 
“meal serving”; 2) actual consumption of 
varying groups; and 3) seasonal differences 
in consumption.  First, equal meal servings 
do not necessarily correspond to equal 
ounces of fish.  The EPA and FDA constitute 
a serving as 6 ounces while GLIFWC uses an 
8 ounce serving (Cunningham et al. 1994; 
GLIFWC 2013a; USEPA 2013).  Because 
advisory recommendations are in terms of 
meals per timeframe, exposure can be 
inequitable between different advisories.  
Second, there is a stark difference between 
EPA’s recommended serving for “average 
Americans” (0.86 meals per month) 
compared to GLIFWC’s tribal average (25.08 
meals per month) (O’Neill 2004; USEPA 
1980).  This reveals that GLIFWC tribal 
members consume, on average, more than 
twenty-nine times EPA’s recommendation.  
Finally, fish consumption equated with an 
average FCR does not capture seasonal 
differences.  For example, fish consumption 
in the spring season ranges from 14.28 – 52.2 
meals per month among GLIFWC tribal 
members (GLIFWC 1993).  What this means 
is that those who consume the most fish 
during the spring season are exposed to 
more than sixty times what EPA deems to be 
safe.  
 Based on documented consumption 
rates in Great Lakes fishing communities, 
culturally-relevant advisories do not protect 
the health of local fishing communities.  
Although the primary injustice stems from 
toxic exposure, culturally-relevant fish 
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advisories contributes to further injustices 
borne by assimilating risk into its very 
structure.  Ultimately, this is a failure of 
toxic risk management assumptions: risk 
equations can determine the ideal balance 
of a healthy-contaminated diet and risk 
communication can transform toxic fish 
into healthy choices across numerous 
different cultures.   

Conclusion 
For tribes who retain treaty-established, 
federally-recognized homelands and 
harvesting rights, fish advisories contribute 
to a number of burdens (Donatuto and 
Harper 2008; O’Neill 2004, 2007; Wood 
2007).  For subsistence harvesters in 
Keweenaw Bay, harvesting provides 
physical, social, and spiritual health; these 
values are indivisible and are deeply 
embedded in the surrounding natural 
environment.  Moreover, the revitalization 
of traditional harvesting is a priority within 
the current era of cultural recovery.  For 
those involved in advisories, perfecting toxic 
risk management through culturally-
relevant factors is viewed as priority.  By 
utilizing a wide variance of “protective” 
measures—rfDs, consumption rates, and 
meal sizes—advisories systematically 
contributes to higher exposures in 
vulnerable populations.  This is 
accomplished under the guise of culturally-
relevant bodies of water and fish species.  In 
the context of Treaties, the 
recommendation to “choose fish lower in 
mercury” is an illegitimate solution; 
advisories do not ameliorate contamination.  
I argue that the government’s indefinite 
reliance on advisories as health protection 
for fishing communities ensures perpetual 
(un)recovery that enacts harm on the bodies 
and lives of those most in need of 
protection. 
 The case of Lake Superior’s 
Keweenaw Bay highlights the most 
significant issue associated with advisories: 
that fish are contaminated.  This 
underscores an often overlooked point: 
advisories are not and should not be viewed 
as a permanent policy to address the 
problems associated with widespread fish 
contamination (NEJAC 2002; O’Neill 2004).  
From this perspective, I am reminded of Ann 
Stoler’s (2013) work on ruins as she 

describes the ”mindscape” as a site of 
ruination, conforming to particular ways of 
seeing.  A major concern is how advisory 
policy shapes the way we conceptualize and 
measure the problems posed by toxic fish.  
Within the current “mindscape,” health 
protection is framed as the responsibility of 
the individual, while the responsibility of 
government to prevent contamination and 
protect fishing communities has been 
diminished.  Instead, agencies monitor 
ongoing contamination and use this 
information to create advisories.  Ultimately, 
advisories attempt to make toxicity 
irrelevant—there is no need to worry about 
contaminated fish.  Yet in so doing, fish 
advisories proliferate complacency with 
toxicity and contribute to the normalization 
of toxic burdens in water and bodies.    
 Calculating harm cannot do justice.  
My findings support insights offered by 
Stacy Alaimo (2010), namely, that advisory 
policy fails to prevent toxic exposure 
because harm is inherent to the process of 
calculation.  It has become culturally-
relevant to manufacture exposure in 
particular places under the ruse of 
“protection.”  I argue that this is a social 
justice issue: advisory policy is unethical 
health protection.  Still, even those with the 
best intentions continue to ask, “How do you 
educate tribes to decrease their fish 
consumption?”  While attending an 
academic conference in 2014, someone 
proposed this question to me yet again.  
Without pause, I blurted out, “Well, the 
short answer is, you don’t.  Most 
importantly, you change the question: How 
do you educate polluters, policy-makers, 
and the public to prevent toxic fish 
contamination?”  Now this question 
addresses justice, and ethics, where critical 
reflections will be essential to recovery.  I 
can offer no simple answer, but with 
ethnography I aim to trouble assumptions 
about the nexus between human and 
environmental health.  The consequences of 
toxic contamination and settler colonialism 
are ongoing crises in urgent need of redress, 
international in scope and immensely 
complex.  At stake in conceptualizing 
protection are the lives of individual people 
and communities whose bodies bear the 
burden of historical and contemporary 
forms of social injustice. 
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Michigan Department of 
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0.1 MDCH 2013

Health Canada 0.2 Health Canada 2007
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Commission 

0.3 GLIFWC 2013a

Agency for Toxic Substances and 
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0.3 ATSDR 2008

Alaska Division of Public Health 0.4 Hamade 2014

U.S. FDA 0.5 Cunningham et al. 1994

World Health Organization 0.5 WHO 2006
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Health Subjectivities in a Diabetes Clinic in Ghana

Sabrina M. Perlman, M.A., Michigan State University 
  

Abstract 

This article discusses how biopower is exercised in a public health clinic in Ghana. By 
looking at the clinician-patient encounter in a diabetes clinic as an instance of a state-
citizen encounter, the expectations for and the development of expert patients as ideal 
citizens emerges. Clinicians play an important role in forming patients’ health 
subjectivities, through the subtle shaping of assumptions, bodily practice, and 
attentiveness (Whyte 2009). In the diabetes clinic, health subjectivities are shaped by 
clinicians in order to ensure patient compliance with a diabetic routine against the 
backdrop of a self-responsibility model of care and shrinking government support. The 
patients often adopt these expectations for managing their own illness as best as they 
can, such as changing diets, adhering to strict drug regimens, and increasing exercise, 
yet the wider contextual causes of and barriers to controlling diabetes are left 
unaddressed. However, as clinicians shape health subjectivities in the diabetes clinic, 
they also create the opportunity for patients to adopt health identities, through which 
they are able to contest or alter these expectations and demand additional social 
support from the state. 

Keywords: Biopower; diabetes; health identities 

Introduction 
Scholars have examined how the 
implementation of neoliberal policies – 
namely the creation of open markets and 
cuts in state services – requires citizens to 
behave in economically rational ways 
(Brown 2005; Foucault 2010; Harvey 2005). 
This expectation for rationality and 
calculation emerges in different domains of 
life, even in one’s own body, and is 
reinforced in the health clinic. The public 
health clinic is a site where the state and the 
citizen meet and expectations are 
exchanged. For a chronic illness such as 
diabetes, citizen-patients are directed to 
self-manage many aspects of daily life, from 
sleep and exercise to diet and drugs. This 
serves to alleviate financial responsibility for 
health from the state while encouraging  
citizens to behave in health-investing ways.  

 In order to achieve patient 
compliance, clinicians shape patients’ 
subjectivities to make room for a new 
diabetic reality, against the backdrop of the 
state’s wider neoliberal milieu. Patients are 
disciplined to be knowledgeable, diligent, 
and in control of their bodies. In this article, 
I examine the ways that biopower shapes 
health subjectivities and how these are 
formed, accepted, and challenged in and out 
of the health clinic, including in the 
adoption of health identities, which is a way 
to take marginalization and use it to call for 
recognition, rights, and social justice (Whyte 
2009). The public health clinic is a 
productive arena to examine the subtle 
processes of biopower insofar as it is a 
setting that does not seemingly prioritize 
the market and purports to be a site of 

ReResearch Articles
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utmost care. I engage with the literature on 
biopower, health subjectivities, and 
biological citizenship to think through eight 
weeks of ethnographic fieldwork conducted 
in the diabetes clinic of a regional public 
hospital in southern Ghana. I argue that the 
state exercises biopower in the diabetes 
clinic as clinicians shape patients’ neoliberal 
health subjectivities. Patients who come to 
embody these subjectivities gain the 
opportunity to adopt health identities, 
challenge the way that the state treats the 
ill, and make demands for further social 
support.  

Methods and the Clinical Context 
I conducted participant observation in the 
waiting room of a diabetes clinic in southern 
Ghana.(1) I attended three times per week, 
starting in the early morning when patients 
began arriving to wait in line. I sat as the 
patients waited hours to see the doctor and 
observed their conversations, reactions to 
the news on TV, and their interactions with 
the Head Nurse during the health talk. I 
recorded notes on my observations and had 
informal conversations with patients about 
their experiences managing and 
troubleshooting diabetes as well as issues of 
everyday life. I built rapport with the nurses 
as they explained their processes, 
motivations, and frustrations to me. With 
the help of an interpreter(2), I conducted 
one-on-one, semi-structured interviews 
with thirty diabetic patients, two nurses, 
and the Head Nurse. I also conducted 
participant observation at the diabetes 
support group held monthly at the hospital. 
The interviews consisted of open-ended 
questions about experiences managing 
diabetes in everyday life and about the 
resources for and the barriers to complying 
with prescribed regimens.  
 Ghana is a middle-income country 
that the World Bank regards as a 
development success story (Chalfin 2010; 
Opoku 2010). Open markets and increased 
involvement in the globalized economy have 
contributed to lifestyle changes and shifts in 
diet, leading to a greater prevalence in 
obesity and disorders like hypertension and 
diabetes (Oggioni et al. 2014). Diabetes has 
affected up to nine percent of the 

population of Ghana (Tagoe 2012). However, 
state efforts to combat diabetes are lacking, 
as public health programs often reflect the 
priorities of foreign-based donors and 
NGOs, which upon observation, largely 
focus on malaria, tuberculosis, and HIV/
AIDS. A visit to the district Ministry of 
Health office confirmed that there is no 
public health program in place to address or 
prevent diabetes. The existing public health 
campaigns for diabetes are largely 
spearheaded by international 
pharmaceutical companies, such as Novo 
Nordisk and Merck. 
 I conducted my study in one of the 
only hospitals in the Central Region that has 
an official diabetes clinic. There are other 
large diabetes clinics in the Greater Accra 
and Ashanti Regions, among others. It is in 
an urban location, but attracts patients who 
travel moderate distances from the 
surrounding rural areas. The clinic operates 
on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, and 
sees anywhere from 30-60 patients each 
day. After being initially diagnosed and 
referred by a general practitioner or 
emergency doctor, patients are instructed 
to regularly attend the clinic. The diabetic 
patients were primarily in the 50-70 years 
age range and women accounted for about 
75 percent of the attendees. Most of the 
patients spoke Fante and many of them 
spoke or understood Twi, though many 
spoke various other languages as well. They 
were about two-thirds Christian and one-
third Muslim. Patients’ income levels ranged 
from very low to middle, considering that 
the poorest would not be able to afford the 
National Health Insurance Scheme nor the 
cost to travel to the clinic, while more 
affluent patients would be more likely to 
attend a private doctor’s office.  
 The diabetes clinic meets daily 
throughout the week, beginning at 6:00 a.m. 
and lasting until all patients are seen, 
generally by noon. Patients whose blood 
sugar is under control are usually told to 
come to the clinic every two months, 
though it could be more or less frequent 
depending on the severity of their illness. 
The clinic is staffed by several nurses and a 
Head Nurse in addition to one of the 
doctors from the hospital, who spends part 
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of his day in the clinic to examine patients 
before attending to his other duties 
elsewhere in the hospital. Patients arrive 
before 5:00 a.m. to wait in line to get their 
fasting blood sugar levels tested by a nurse 
and then move to another area where they 
wait to see the doctor. It is during this 
waiting period that the Head Nurse delivers 
a lecture on managing diabetes, called a 
health talk, intended to educate patients 
about their condition and offer means to 
control it. I conducted interviews for my 
research during this time.  

Biopower in the Health Clinic 
In thinking about the role of the clinic in 
shaping health subjectivities, it is helpful to 
consider the theory of biopower. According 
to Michel Foucault, biopower is a 
technology of power for the control of the 
bodies of entire populations (Foucault et al. 
2009). Biopower consists of “modes of 
subjectification through which individuals 
are brought to work on themselves, under 
certain forms of authority […] in the name 
of their own life or health, that of their 
family… or indeed in the name of the life or 
health of the population as a 
whole” (Rabinow and Rose 2006: 197). 
Citizens’ health, welfare, and conditions of 
daily existence become objects of 
knowledge and appropriate targets of 
intervention (Collier 2011). It concerns itself 
with the wellbeing of a population for the 
goal of economic productivity. Governing a 
healthy population requires both biomedical 
care and the cultivation of individual, 
health-promoting behaviors (Shaw 2012). 
Medical expertise and state power combine 
to create categories that patients come to 
inhabit, such as the category of 
“diabetic” (Shaw 2012). The exercise of 
biopower shapes subjectivities and requires 
the disciplining of one’s own body, the 
regulation of desire, and the cultivation of a 
responsible self (Dilger 2012).  
 Citizen-patients are expected to let 
every action be in the service of prevention, 
in constant surveillance of “likely 
occurrences of diseases, anomalies, deviant 
behavior to be minimized, and healthy 
behaviors to be maximized” (Rabinow 1999: 
187). Biopower today manifests through 

neoliberalism, the enduring method of 
modern governmentality (Foucault et al. 
2010). In a neoliberal climate, individual 
freedoms are extolled in order to serve the 
interests of the market, and a citizen is 
expected to be an entrepreneur of herself 
(Foucault et al. 2010). Individual freedom 
and the control of the population are 
intertwined, as citizens are morally 
obligated to utilize their freedom in 
financially prudent ways.  
 Biopower emerges in the health 
clinic through the self-management, 
training, and discipline taught to and 
required of patients to control chronic 
illnesses. This is inherent in the design of 
the health clinic itself. Health clinics are 
intended for outpatients not needing 
overnight or urgent care from clinicians, 
and who after leaving the clinic will provide 
their own follow-up care. Public diabetes 
clinics in Ghana were founded both to 
detect more cases of diabetes and to 
provide a space to enable effective self-
management. The therapeutic goal for most 
chronic illnesses including diabetes is for 
patients to learn how to become "physicians 
unto themselves” (Ferzacca 2000: 29). 
Though it may appear the state is taking 
more responsibility for its citizens’ health 
and wellbeing by setting up a diabetes 
clinic, via the health clinics’ screenings and 
trainings, the state relieves itself of 
responsibility for prevention and care once 
it endows the patient with self-management 
duties. Moreover, health policies, 
educational materials, and clinicians often 
use moral language to describe self-
management and patient noncompliance, as 
if they were disobedient children or foolish 
adults, and to imply that a patient is to 
blame for her diabetes or complications due 
to her lack of self-control (Broom and 
Whittaker 2004).  
 The procedures, instructions, and 
relationships in the clinic serve to discipline 
and shape rational and compliant health 
subjects. These rational health subjects 
adopt and form diabetic identities to various 
degrees. Whyte (2009) explains that 
biopower, in the formation of health 
identities, points “toward the much more 
subtle shaping of subjectivity, of 
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assumptions and bodily practice and 
attentiveness […] knowledge, technologies, 
and control are the watchwords” (Whyte 
2009: 10). Knowledge of the disease, 
technologies for managing it, and control 
over the body are indispensable in a 
diabetic’s life. Subjectivities are thus “the 
ensemble of modes of perception, affect, 
thought, desire, fear, and so forth that 
animate acting subjects…as well [as] the 
cultural and social formations that shape, 
organize, and provoke these modes of 
affect, thought, etc.” (Ortner 2005: 31). These 
subjectivities become intertwined with 
patients’ identities. I argue that one 
significant way in which these subjectivities 
are formed is through the health talk.  
 While they are waiting to see the 
doctor, the Head Nurse gives the patients 
what they call a health talk, which touches 
upon different topics about diet, exercise, 
and drug regimens, including 
troubleshooting different issues that arise in 
self-managing diabetes. For example, one 
morning during the health talk the Head 
Nurse discussed “hypo,” or hypoglycemia, a 
condition in which blood sugar level drop 
dangerously low, which can cause fainting 
or even death. Hypo can happen when a 
patient takes too high a dosage of 
metformin(3), skips a meal, or does not eat a 
meal before taking the drugs. Often a 
patient will improve their diet or increase 
physical activity, naturally lowering blood 
sugar levels, but keep the same amount of 
metformin, leading to dangerously low 
blood sugar. He warns them about the 
dangers of hypo, reiterates the proper way 
to take the drugs, and urges them to 
continue coming to the clinic regularly to 
get their blood sugar levels checked so that 
the doctor can make adjustments to 
medication if necessary. He insists that it is 
their responsibility to do these things 
correctly and that the clinicians cannot 
force them to do so. Later he explained to 
me that he tries hard to make the health talk 
interesting and engaging so that they can 
learn as much as possible. Most of the 
patients I interviewed could recite 
accurately the definition of diabetes, what 
they should eat, how they should exercise, 
and how and when to take their drugs. They 

described the different methods for 
integrating these responsibilities with the 
other duties of everyday life. They shared 
how the diagnosis changed their lives 
forever and how their self-management 
responsibilities were a life or death matter. 
This illustrates the power and effectiveness 
of the subtle shaping of subjectivities. As 
part of the greater project of managing the 
population, the exercise of biopower trains 
these citizen-patients to manage 
themselves. 

Clinicians as State Actors 
Clinicians represent the state to patients, 
therefore the health clinic is a location of a 
government-citizen encounter in which the 
state exercises biopower. When asked if the 
government helps diabetics, most of the 
patients I interviewed identified their 
clinicians as the major form of government 
help. As one interviewee said: 

Oh, the government helps. The government helps 
because if you look at what we are doing here, we 
start coming here around 4:30 a.m. By 6:00 a.m., 
the nurses are here, so they are here with us. With 
the doctors also, by 6:00 a.m. to 7:00 a.m., they are 
already here and I know that in all the other 
teaching and regional hospitals, the stories are the 
same… when we go to the hospital, they will come 
and meet us and give us a lot of teachings plus 
other things, so [in addition to] the drugs, they are 
helping us. 

Because doctors and nurses are viewed as 
“the government,” I consider clinicians to be 
the “effective sovereign” (Weber 1995), 
where the abstract idea of the state 
becomes tangible for everyday people. 
Chalfin (2010) has similarly considered 
customs agents in Ghana as the effective 
sovereign. She argues that because customs 
is “the state agency most deeply embedded 
in the history of Ghanaian state formation, 
catalyst of political economic change, and of 
Ghanaian statehood and sovereignty,” 
customs agents both enable and exercise 
state sovereignty (9). The effective sovereign 
interpret and enforce state policy and shape 
ideal citizens accordingly, so clinicians’ 
interactions with patients are a telling site in 
which to observe the formation of health 
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subjectivities. The clinicians’ main goals are 
education and compliance (Ferzacca 2000). 
Several of the nurses shared their 
frustrations with getting the patients to 
comply. They noted that many of the 
patients claim they follow the diabetic diet 
and exercise, but that they are not being 
truthful. The nurses struggle with ridding 
them of trust in traditional medicine. One 
nurse said that she deeply believes in the 
work she does, has a lot of compassion for 
the diabetic patients, and truly wants them 
to learn and follow the directives. This is 
what motivates her to wake up so early and 
to continue her work at the diabetes clinic, 
despite the many challenges of imparting a 
biomedical conception of diabetes to 
patients and encouraging their compliance. 
 The knowledge and beliefs of these 
clinician state actors are rooted in and 
reflect both Ghanaian ways of knowing, 
class hierarchies, and global power flows 
that are shaped by the postcolonial legacies 
of international development and global 
health. In this sense, biomedicine can be 
understood as a “form of social control and 
cultural authority, perpetuating dominant-
class interests by detaching human 
suffering…from the socioeconomic systems 
that produce it” (Wendland 2010: 12). 
According to Dilger (2012), “the production 
and dissemination of biomedicine in 
societies worldwide has become inseparably 
intertwined with the social hierarchies, 
cultural mechanisms and moral, ethical and 
legal priorities prevailing in local and global 
power relations” (501). Starting in colonial 
times, the introduction of biomedicine to 
the colonies was a moral project: “Colonial 
bureaucrats and medical doctors 
propagated the idea that the acceptance of 
biomedically defined ‘healthy’ lifestyles had 
become the necessary precondition for the 
social, moral and economic advancement of 
the colonized societies and for establishing 
a civilized and stable social order” (Dilger 
2012: 501). This orientation has been 
maintained in modern global health 
agendas, as “promoting health abroad is also 
a critical aspect of foreign policy, and 
indeed, of national security” that offers the 
Western states and private entities an 
opportunity to promote their core values 

and interests (Wendland 2010: 9). Clinicians’ 
knowledge and procedures are derived from 
research, policy recommendations, and 
corporations in the Global North, whether 
or not this knowledge is compatible with the 
cultural lifeways of patients. The Head 
Nurse explained that he gets his updated 
information about diabetes and clinical 
recommendations from Western journals, 
whose research subjects and target 
audiences are patients and physicians in the 
United States and Europe. This is how 
recommendations like “fill half of your plate 
with vegetables” and “don’t eat too many 
starches” made their way into the diabetes 
clinic in southern Ghana, where vegetables 
are commonly a small portion of the meal 
and starches are a substantial part. 
Individualism is also a value that is preached 
and required for successful self-
management (Seligman et al. 2015), which 
may not be a cultural value for many older 
Ghanaians. Additionally, the significant class 
difference between clinicians and patients 
at the public hospital presents a disparity 
between perceptions of resources available 
to self-manage and notions of authority and 
expertise. The health clinic is a site for 
subject formation according to the 
knowledge hierarchies of an increasingly 
globalized world. 
 One of the major manifestations of 
this knowledge hierarchy is the opposition 
created between biomedicine and 
traditional medicine. Warnings against 
traditional medicine are highly visible and 
widespread in Ghana, in posters on the 
hospital walls, in discussions on the news, in 
teachings from nurses, and in stories shared 
in the diabetes support group. Labels for 
non-biomedical treatment such as 
“‘traditional,’ ‘backward’ and ‘superstitious’…
[are] often promoted not only by 
governmental and nongovernmental bodies 
and their representatives, but also by those 
parts of populations which identify 
themselves with ‘more educated’ and 
‘modern’ worldview” (Dilger 2012: 501).This 
biomedicine-traditional medicine binary is 
reinforced by clinicians and expert patients 
in the support group. 
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 The support group, known as the 
Welfare Group, meets in a lecture room in 
the hospital on the last Sunday of every 
month. It is headed by a diabetic patient 
who is particularly motivated and willingly 
embraces a diabetic identity. She chairs the 
sessions along with several other diabetic 
patients and one of the diabetes clinic 
nurses. During one of the Sunday meetings, 
during the question and answer portion, a 
thin woman stood up to ask for advice. She 
explained that she visited a traditional 
healer who told her that the only starch she 
could eat is plantain, which would help to 
cure her from diabetes. She had been trying 
this diet for several months but was losing a 
lot of weight and felt sick and weak. The 
expert patient panelists in the front of the 
room each took turns addressing her. They 
told her, “you have been deceived,” and she 
became distraught and cried. They gave her 
a lengthy scolding about her mistake of  
going to a traditional healer and the 
importance of getting any and all medical 
information from the hospital alone. This is 
a very explicit shaping of health 
subjectivities in the form of health 
identities, as allegiance to one medicinal-
cultural system places a person in 
opposition to another system (Whyte 2009). 
Clinicians are at the forefront of rehearsing 
this rhetoric of biomedicine as the only 
legitimate form of medical knowledge. 

Pharmaceutical Hegemony 
This medical hierarchy bolsters the 
legitimacy, demand, and use of 
pharmaceutical drugs in Ghana.  In fact, in 
addition to their clinicians, patients often 
cited the fact that the National Health 
Insurance Scheme provides drugs for free or 
at low cost to them as evidence of the 
government’s effort to help diabetics. 
Prescribing drugs for chronic illness 
inherently requires increased and more 
precise self-management, therefore the 
government provides diabetics with tools of 
self-management, not with a cure or tools 
for prevention, as patients often asked for. 
However, the Welfare Group and the 
National Diabetes Association of Ghana has 
criticized the rising costs of drugs and lack 
of insulin and other supplies, and patients 

lamented that they often could not get their 
free drugs because the hospital pharmacy 
runs out. So pharmaceutical companies 
create access to and reliance on these 
drugs, transferring the responsibility from 
society to the individual, and obligating 
people to this responsibility despite the 
fluctuations in drug availability and 
affordability. Meanwhile the cultural and 
global influences on rising diabetes rates 
are left unexamined. This process of 
pharmaceutical hegemony encourages and 
adheres to market logics rather than states’ 
capacity to care. Therefore, diabetic 
subjectivities serve the market, as self-
managing citizens create opportunities for 
corporate profit.  
 Pharmaceutical companies also have 
a strong claim on legitimate knowledge. 
Whyte explains that in China, “a liberalizing 
political economy where multinational drug 
companies play an important role in 
providing information about diabetes, 
patients become consumers and are rather 
left to their own devices to manage their 
condition. They feel unjustly treated, and 
they carry a heavy economic burden in 
having to finance their own 
treatment” (2009: 9). In Ghana, Novo 
Nordisk, a multinational Danish 
pharmaceutical company that founded the 
World Diabetes Foundation, plays this role. 
In two hospitals I visited, the diabetes 
clinics had Novo Nordisk informational 
posters on the walls in the waiting rooms 
educating patients about diabetes. In 
another hospital near the capital of Accra, 
Novo Nordisk donated an entire new 
diabetes wing. The wing has wall-sized 
posters advertising their brand and the 
importance of their contribution to 
addressing diabetes in Ghana. Photos, 
videos, and stories decorate their website 
detailing the difference it has made in 
people’s lives. Their stated goal is to screen 
more people for the disease and give them 
access to life-saving drugs. One video shows 
an interview of a woman who explains how 
she was previously unable to get to a 
hospital due to poverty and lack of safety, 
but now that they have put a clinic in her 
neighborhood, she is able to control her 
diabetes. Clinics that are sponsored by 
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states, global pharmaceutical companies, or 
nongovernmental organizations shape 
subjects, define facts about health and 
illness, and reify legitimate lifeways. The 
diabetes clinics are thus “islands of 
biopower” (Dilger 2012: 511). The sponsored 
clinic’s main achievement is widening the 
scope of surveillance to more corners of 
Ghana, diagnosing more patients, and 
finding more people who need its product. 
This is all achieved under the stated goal of 
humanitarianism.  
 With diabetes, as in the case of HIV/
AIDS, patients are “required to ‘make a 
lifelong contract’ with medications that have 
transformed the life-threatening disease 
into a chronic condition” (Dilger 2012: 511). 
By creating global awareness about 
diabetes, Novo Nordisk may genuinely seek 
to save lives, but it is also increasing the 
number of patients with a lifelong need for 
the company’s diabetes products and 
therefore increasing its profits. Thus, 
“health and illness are ‘political’ categories, 
[having] as much to do with the physical and 
cultural possibilities and constraints 
surrounding a person’s body as with any 
characteristic of the body itself” (Fox and 
Ward 2006: 462). This process neglects the 
structural and economic causes of diabetes 
and barriers to managing diabetes 
according to clinicians’ orders. In Ghana’s 
neoliberal atmosphere, patients’ 
understandings of themselves, their illness, 
and their world are profoundly shaped by 
the expectation that they take care of 
themselves rather than be taken care of.  

Health Identities and Activism 
Health identities emerge from the 
possibilities and constraints of biopower, 
encompassing all of a body’s physical and 
social relations (Fox and Ward 2006). In 
confronting the challenges to self-
management that arise in everyday life, 
diabetic patients often stray from 
prescribed lifestyles and drugs and instead 
assemble their own approaches to 
controlling and making sense of their illness. 
For some, this manifests by embracing a 
health identity to collaborate and petition 
for increased social support. This is often 
viewed by clinicians as noncompliance 

rather than a legitimate and necessary 
adjustment due to inequalities, stigma, or 
lack of access (Ferzacca 2000). However, for 
patients, selfhood has more to do with how 
competing demands are managed than by 
complete biomedical compliance (Seligman 
et al. 2015). Health identities echo notions of 
identity politics, such as with gender, sexual, 
and indigenous identities. Health identities 
are “values and ideas that have emerged in 
the context of a globalized health response 
under the concept of therapeutic 
citizenship: a transnationalized form of 
biological citizenship, which makes claims 
on the global economic and social order 
based on a ‘shared therapeutic predicament” 
(Nguyen 2007: 126). Biological citizenship is 
a way of delineating difference as 
individuals and groups and demanding 
recognition from society, state, and global 
entities as citizens entitled to services. 
Petryna (2013) describes how victims and 
healthy citizens alike must make a claim of 
bioinjury from the Chernobyl disaster to 
receive basic welfare provisions from the 
state. Shaw (2012) explains that in 
community health settings, biosociality 
extends beyond genes or physical disease 
and describes the ways people understand 
and act on health issues to bring 
marginalization to light and make claims on 
the state. Health identities provide new 
opportunities for the sick to reclaim social 
support for a disease that is otherwise 
presented as their responsibility to manage. 
 In Ghana, these identities are 
expressed and developed in the diabetes 
support group as well as in the Diabetes 
Association of Ghana. Advocates of the 
Welfare Group at the hospital believe it is 
important to embrace the reality of being a 
diabetic in order to best self-manage and to 
rally together for recognition, support, and 
funding, not just from the state, but from 
international entities as well. The president 
of the group, a veteran diabetic patient at 
the hospital, explained to me that the 
government is cutting the National Health 
Insurance Scheme’s coverage and adding a 
tariff to diabetes drugs such as insulin, and 
that it was imperative that they make their 
demands known. In the meeting, she 
implored members to write two letters to 
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local businesses to request donations to 
fund their operations. When I visited the 
president of the Diabetes Association of 
Ghana, also the head nurse at the Novo 
Nordisk-sponsored clinic, she insisted that 
the government was not doing enough to 
ensure that diabetics received their drugs. 
In fact, I first learned of her from a 
newspaper article in which she called upon 
the government to decrease tariffs on drugs 
to make them more affordable for patients 
who desperately need them. 
 To be clear, not every patient liked 
the idea of embracing a diabetic identity. 
During every health talk in the clinic, a 
nurse would remind the patients about the 
opportunity to join the Welfare Group and 
explain its importance. For various reasons, 
the ratio of group members to total patients 
remains extremely small. One week, a 
spokesperson for the group announced that 
they would be making and selling t-shirts to 
wear together in the upcoming yearly 
parade in town. The rest of the patients in 
the waiting room reacted with contempt 
and disagreement. I asked a patient later in 
an interview why he felt this way. He 
explained that he does his best to eat the 
right foods, exercise, and take his drugs on 
time, and can afford the expense of coming 
every two months for the checkup, so he 
just wants live his life when he leaves and 
sees no need to proclaim to the world that 
he is a diabetic.  
 This sentiment suggests that support 
groups are tools of governmentality and 
serve as an important site in which 
biopower is exercised. HIV/AIDS support 
groups, often sponsored by 
nongovernmental organizations, similarly 
turn sexuality into a “site of rational, 
individual choice and agency, an 
opportunity for empowerment and ‘healthy 
positive living’” (Dilger 2012: 512). This 
parallels diabetes groups, which bring 
lifestyle into that same domain of rationality. 
Dilger explains that “it is through these 
extended conversations that people with 
HIV/AIDS (ideally) learn to accept their 
illness and to acquire a future-oriented and 
self-conscious approach to dealing with 
HIV” (2012: 509). It is not only a way for 
patients to come together under a shared 

identity to demand services and supplies 
from global entities, but also an opportunity 
for another layer of state disengagement. 
The fact that many patients were turned off 
from the idea of convening as a group of 
diabetics demonstrates a resistance to 
having this expectation of personal 
responsibility take over other domains of 
one’s life and identity. Their health 
subjectivities were still being molded by the 
clinician-patient encounter, but conscious 
shifts in identities were up for debate. 
Patients both conform to and contest 
biopower as it is disseminated throughout 
the health clinic. 

Concluding Discussion 
Scholars have questioned how far market 
logics can penetrate the realm of health 
care, raising important questions about the 
implications that this has for the lives and 
wellbeing of patients. In this case, it seems 
there is a breaking point, as diabetics in 
Ghana refuse to accept all of the 
responsibility for their care and demand 
that their government do more. As chronic 
illnesses become increasingly central to the 
focus of global health, it is also worth asking 
how many different health identities will be 
recognized by the state. In fact, despite the 
cries from the Welfare Group and the 
president of the Diabetes Association of 
Ghana, a chapter of the World Diabetes 
Foundation, diabetes is not on the radar of 
government or public health efforts. 
Neoliberal capitalism encourages turning to 
the market to address health needs and 
continues to remove responsibility from 
states. This is especially true in postcolonial 
contexts where sovereignty and 
responsibility are negotiated and contested. 
 For individuals suffering from 
diabetes who do not attend the clinic, 
perhaps the notion of a longer life due to 
medical advancement in exchange for a 
regimented body and lifestyle is not really 
worth the disruption to their identity and 
lifeways. Yet embracing the expectation of 
self-management works for some people, 
and they use it to survive while living their 
lives as “normal” as possible. This small case 
study highlights the nature of agency in a 
neoliberal health milieu, suggesting that 
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market logics intersect with notions of 
desirable lifestyles in ways that generate 
complex health subjectivities.  People 
negotiate under the reality of their 
situations and cope based on barriers they 
experience once they leave the clinic and 
every day for two months until they come 
back. They also use the expectations of 
neoliberalism for their benefit. The 
exchanges in the health clinic inform, and 
are shaped by, local, regional, and global 
processes, including the fight for global 
health, shifting identities and lifeways, and 
the global economy. 
 The neoliberal ethos in Ghana 
requires citizens to behave in economically 
rational ways, even when it comes to their 
bodies. The health clinic houses a state-
citizen encounter where patients are 
disciplined to discipline themselves. The 
state, via clinicians, seeks to shape patients’ 
subjectivities to be compliant with the 
neoliberal logic of self-management and 
relegates state responsibilities to the 
individual. Patient education endows 
diabetics with self-management 
responsibilities and bolsters Western 
knowledge in legitimacy, at times muting 
the lived experiences of Ghanaians of varied 
socioeconomic status. Pharmaceutical 
corporations ensure they remain a fixture of 
the global health scene as they widen their 
scope and surveil more of the population, 
leading to higher profit margins. However, 
the health clinic creates a space for patients 
to embrace a diabetic identity, contest or 
alter subjectivities, and demand additional 
social support.  

Notes 
1. I received IRB approval from my 
institution and was granted permission to 
conduct research in the clinic by the 
hospital administration. 
2. The interpreter and I worked out the 
translation and wording of the interview 
questions before conducting the interviews. 
Given the age and cultural differences 
between us and the patients, there were 
some issues with the wording of a few of the 
questions that led to answers that missed 
what I was trying to elicit. We edited the 
questions for understanding as we 
progressed. There are two questions that I 
have not yet figured out how to 

appropriately translate; one is about gender 
differences and the other is about diabetes 
stigma. 
3. Metformin is a commonly prescribed drug 
for type 2 diabetes that controls blood 
glucose levels. 
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Left Handers in the Right-biased World: An Ethnographic Exploration of 
Everyday Left-Hander Inconvenience 

Introduction 
According to Chun, a 40 year-old swimming 
coach in Hong Kong, left-handed baseball 
gloves are hard to come by. During an 
interview, he told me that he had looked for 
baseball gloves from Japan, where despite 
baseball being a popular sport, left hander’s 
gloves are limited in supply. 
Gloves usually come in different models and 
colors, he explained, yet they 
overwhelmingly are designed to fit right-
handers. Chun had thought about switching 
handedness in baseball in order to have 
more glove options, but he abandoned this 
idea because it would have undermined all 
the previous effort he had invested in 
training his left hand to play. Not wanting to 
start from zero and unable to find a suitable 
baseball glove is for Chun an example of 
how left-handers experience embodied 
inconveniences in everyday life. Although  

he does not perceive his daily life to be 
significantly different from that of the 
majority of right-handers, he admits that 
the scarcity of left-handed gloves gives him 
a real sense of inconvenience. 
 The right-handed baseball glove is 
only one of the many examples that reveals 
the predominance of right-handedness 
globally, which also appears in language and 
cosmological belief  (Hertz (1960 [1909]). At 
the same time, social theorists have long 
recognized the central role of hands in the 
formation of society and cultural life (e.g. 
Marx, 1954 [1867]: 173). Engels (1940 [1876]) 
famously argued that that the hand is not 
only the most important part of the body in 
relation to human productivity, but it has 
also given rise to the concomitant forms of 
social relations. Moreover, there are a 
multitude of daily tasks that involve the use 
of hands, yet how and when left- and right- 
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Abstract 

This article explores the embodied experiences of left-handedness and inconvenience in 
Hong Kong, China. In order to explore left-hander perceptions of everyday encounters with 
right-biased design, young and adult participants were invited to identify the inconveniences 
that they associate with being left handed. For many respondents, blatant right-biased 
design is not remarkably inconvenient; instead, inconvenience is understood to arise from 
encounters with “neutral handedness.” Whereas situations of perceived right-bias prompt 
left-handers to respond with varying degrees of bodily flexibility, inconvenience is 
experienced in occasions regarded as “hand-neutral.” This paper argues that inconveniences 
are embedded within and emerge through the body’s daily interactions with the wider world. 
The study’s ethnographic findings also problematize the idea of “inconvenience” as an 
objective phenomenon that indistinctively affects left-handers.  
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hands are variously used is often a socially 
engrained, unconscious behavior. In other 
words, hands contribute to the production 
of social life, while the ways in which hands 
are used is also an outcome of cultural and 
historical processes (Bourdieu 1977; Mauss 
1973 [1935]).  
 Anthropologist M.K. Holder (2002) 
argues that in a globalized, high-tech 
society most devices are designed for the 
right-handed. Indeed, examples of right-
hand design bias abound, with can-openers 
and scissors as two such examples (Hardyck 
and Petrinovich 1977). Holder (2002) uses the 
term ‘right-biased world’ to capture the 
majority-minority relations between right-
handers and left-handers in society. Yet 
despite such a clear majority-minority 
distinction, the existing ethnographic 
literature on left-handedness remains 
limited.(1) In this article, I explore how left-
handers in Hong Kong encounter mundane 
inconveniences through their embodied 
experiences of left-handedness.  

Left-handedness as Embodied in Everyday 
Life 
In his essay “Approaches to What?,” Georges 
Perec argues for an increased attention 
toward the trivia in everyday life. He 
contends that “what we need to question is 
bricks, concrete, glass, our table manners, 
our utensils, our tools, the way we spend 
our time, our rhythms. To question that 
which seems to have ceased forever to 
astonish us […] it matters a lot to me that 
they should seem trivial and 
futile” (2002:178). To study the “trivia” in 
everyday life is to understand social 
inequality as that which is “intolerable 
twenty-four hours out of twenty four, three 
hundred and sixty five days a year” (Perec 
2002: 177). The trivia of everyday life 
therefore constitutes a potent site of inquiry 
for understanding how right-hand bias is 
entrenched in the social world. Although 
these everyday experiences of left-
handedness might seem “natural” or trivial 
even to left-handers themselves, they 
warrant analytical attention because 
processes of socialization also operate at 
these unpronounced levels. Left-
handedness is not trivial in nature, but is 

trivialized hand-normativity in a right-
biased world. 
 Building on Goffman’s (1963) notion 
of stigma, McManus (2002) argues that left-
handers, at least in the past, were often 
stigmatized because left-handedness was 
regarded as a negative deviation from the 
social norm. He demonstrates the existence 
of such stigma by pointing to the use of the 
phrase “Oh, you are left handed!” by non-
left handed people. This simple act indicates 
a deviation from the presumed social norm, 
where right-handedness is believed to be 
the “correct majority” (McManus 2002: 271). 
Left-handedness, as a kind of “deviant 
habit,” also plays out in a variety of ways in 
the everyday life of left-handers. Michel de 
Certeau’s The Practice of Everyday Life (1984) 
enriches the perspectives of previous social 
theories (including Foucault’s “discipline” 
and Bourdieu’s “habitus”) by pointing out the 
significant anti-discipline that occurs within 
everyday life. Although people inhabit a 
world that is largely structured according to 
the interests of dominant social groups, 
individuals evade, alter and even subvert 
such social reality through everyday 
practices of creative resistance, or what de 
Certeau calls “tactics.” De Certeau’s theory 
emphasizes agency and creativity rather 
than the over-determination of structural 
power. By integrating de Certeau’s ideas into 
the discussion that follows, I attend to how 
left-handers creatively adapt to or, at times, 
even remake the right-biased environment. 
 This perspective also points to how 
structural/anti-structural dynamics also 
occur at the level of the body. Csordas (1990, 
1994) argues that culture is grounded in the 
human body. The body, in this sense, is not 
an object but the subject of culture. He 
draws a parallel between Roland 
Barthes’ (1986, 57-58) ‘work’ and ‘text,’ and 
‘body’ and ‘embodiment.’ He argues that the 
“body” is a biological, material entity that 
exists within the physical world, while 
“embodiment” can be understood as an 
“indeterminate methodological field defined 
by perceptual experience and mode of 
presence and engagement in the 
world” (Csordas 1994:12). Therefore, by 
recognizing the body as the subject of 
culture, Csordas complicates the tradition 
of Cartesian dualism that informs mind-
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body and structure-agency dichotomies. 
Rather than see bodies as exclusively 
objects of structural influence or as subjects 
of feelings and agency, the notion of 
embodiment foregrounds the dynamic 
interplay and coexistence of both at the 
level of the body (Csordas 1994).  
 Bringing these perspectives together, 
I approach left-handedness as an embodied 
experience of everyday life in a right-biased 
world. Only through informant’s lived 
experiences can we understand what they 
perceive as ‘inconvenient.’ On the other 
hand, the body is the location where the 
dualities of subjective/objective, structure/
agency converge. According to Csordas 
(1994), such meeting of dualities can imply 
either continuous tension or the collapse of 
both. In many cases, such as the ones 
discuss below, we often see the collapse of 
both structural influence and agency 
through different means, such as 
unconscious adaptation.  

Research Methodology 
 This research was conducted 
between the fall of 2013 and the spring of 
2014. Seven informants, all of whom identify 
as Hong Kong Chinese, participated in this 
research. Six of them are either university 
students or recent graduates, while the 
remaining participant works as a swimming 
coach. All participants self-identify as left-
handers, although the extent of their left-
handedness varies. All interviews were 
conducted in Cantonese, the main language 
for daily conversation in Hong Kong; all the 
following quotes were translated by the 
author. 
 In Hong Kong, there is no active 
association or social community related to 
left-handedness, and left-handers are 
rather dispersed throughout the city. 
Indeed, there are subtle yet potent social 
relations and disciplinary measures that 
discourage left-handedness among children, 
ranging from informal family relations to 
formal institutions such as schools. 
Throughout my research, I commonly 
encountered the perception of right-
handedness as “standard” if not preferable. 
For example, one middle-aged mother with 
who I discussed my research commented 
that “some children remain left-handed 

because their parents did not provide 
enough guidance; if the parents are careful 
enough, such habit can definitely be 
corrected.” (emphasis added) Moreover, 
some participants who I interviewed also 
told me that when they were young their 
parents believed that it was more socially 
appropriate to be right-handed. This might 
also lead to a relatively small number of left-
handers in Hong Kong. I therefore employed 
snowball sampling to recruit left-handers 
into my study. I interviewed individuals who 
I know to be left-handers and asked them to 
introduce me to other left-handed friends. 
This approach allowed me to develop a 
strong rapport with new informants. 
However, as a result, this study relies on a 
rather small subset of participants.  
 I arranged two focus groups among 
interviewees who originally know each 
other. The focus groups were intended to 
facilitate the exchange of ideas and 
experiences among interviewees. Often 
when one participant shared a personal 
story related to his or her left-handedness, 
the others either recalled similar 
experiences or offered a different version of 
the story that illustrated the wide diversity 
of experiences. Importantly, participants 
noted that they use their left hand for 
different activities to varying degrees; the 
most notable tasks are captured in Figure 1. 
Finally, I am a  “partial insider” in this 
research.(2) While I sometimes drew on my 
own experience to stimulate discussion, I 
first encouraged participants to recall their 
own experiences of inconvenience as it 
relates to their left-handedness. I present 
my findings through a discussion of three 
thematic examples, namely school life, 
social interactions and manufactured 
products. Together they illustrate the 
complex dynamics of participant’s embodied 
experiences of inconvenience.(3) 

School Lives 

Most of the study participants were 
studying at the time of interview, campus 
was therefore the place where they 
frequented; they also commonly remarked 
that they experienced inconvenience as a 
result of being left-handed in relation to 
campus facilities and academic activities. 
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Exam answer sheets, a seemingly 
unproblematic printed tool used by most 
students is a common source of embodied 
inconvenience for left-handers. Christy, Jack 
and Ling all cited answer sheets as a salient 
inconvenience to them. As they explained to 
me, the typical answer sheets for listening 
tests are designed so that the question-
answer area is on the left side of the sheet, 
while the blank space for note-taking is on 
the right side. When taking notes, their left 
hand covers the questions and they 
therefore cannot read the questions and 
take notes simultaneously. They observed 
that such seemingly unproblematic design 
caused them unnecessary inconveniences 
and panic during exams, with one 
participant exclaiming “Darn it! I cannot 
keep up with the questions!” They also 
pointed out that this is a disadvantage to 
them compared to other right-handed 
candidates.  
 Another significant inconvenience 
that participants reported is smudging. For 
Jack and Christy, the trouble of smudging is 
particularly connected to schoolwork; 
namely, all of the experiences they recalled 
happened during exam. Given that both of 
them studied history and literature since 
high school, essay writing constitutes a 
significant portion of their training, and 
they were required to write quickly. But why 
did they only recall the inconveniences of 
left-handed writing during exams? As with 
the exam answer sheet, smudging becomes 
a problematic experience only when it is 
connected with the already stressful 
situation of sitting for an exam; smudging 
may not matter a lot in daily life, but during 
an exam it carries a special experiential 
burden. Interestingly, neither of them 
mentioned in what ways they tried to cope 
with the problem when it arose. As 
Blommaert (2005) argues, space is never 
neutral. Instead it is produced by various 
socioeconomic and political forces; space in 
other words, “legitimizes some forms of 
behavior while disqualifying or constraining 
other forms” (Blommaert 2005:203). In other 
words, we can expect that certain spaces 
always favor certain groups of people. This 
has no exception for left-handers, as they 
often find themselves situated in space 

(even space on paper) that subtly favor 
right-handers. 
 Tablet armchairs in lecture halls are 
another powerful materialization of a right-
biased social structure. Right-handed chairs 
are always predominant, while left-handed 
ones are often very few in number, if they 
are available at all. I was expecting left-
handers to encounter difficulties in using 
this type of seat because most tablets are at 
the opposite side of their writing hand. 
However, while all participants 
acknowledged the issue, they did not 
experience tablet armchairs as 
inconvenient.  One of the main reasons for 
this is that they often devised their own way 
to use it comfortably through tactics such 
as using the tablet of unoccupied adjacent 
seats. Yet they reported not being too eager 
to adopt this alternative, nor to specifically 
look for left-handed chairs.   
 Ling, for example, did not 
deliberately choose left-handed chairs, 
partly because they are not always available, 
but mostly because she did not feel too 
hindered when using the right-handed 
ones. In fact informants had somehow taken 
this situation as granted and did not see it 
as a big hindrance. Brian’s comment serves 
as a good illustration for this point: 

 After all, the chairs have to be designed to 
 serve the majority. We cannot always  
 expect to have several left-handed chair 
 installed among the right-handed ones. 
 Also it does not really slow down my  
 writing significantly. Indeed there is  
 inconvenience, but not as serious that I 
 have to call it a disadvantage. It is okay 
 for me to cope, because the tablet is always 
 at the right side anyway.  

This statement clearly implies the 
informant’s flexibility in coping. On the one 
hand, informants generally understand that 
right-handers are the majority, and that 
social environments usually reflect this 
situation. On the other hand, this does not 
necessarily mean that they feel 
marginalized; instead, they are aware of the 
possibility to remake space or simply adapt 
to it.  
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 The discussion of adapting over time 
is further illustrated in another example; 
namely turnstiles in subway stations or 
other entrances. Jack commuted by subway 
everyday and he told me that initially he was 
not conscious of his habit of putting the 
card in the left pocket and using his left 
hand to tap the card sensor on turnstiles, 
until one of his friends asked whether he felt 
bothered by it. The fact that sensors are 
installed at the right hand side of all 
turnstiles would appear to favor the right-
handers.(4) Yet Jack took this as an example 
to illustrate his experience of unconscious 
coping; even though it may look rather 
unnatural to observers, his posture when 
swiping the sensor with his left hand has 
become a bodily habit developed through 
sustained daily repetition.  
 The apparent contradictions 
between physical environment and effective 
bodily action are resolved in the examples of 
tablet chair and turnstile. In other words, 
we might say that the duality of structural 
influence and individual reaction converge 
and collapse at the level of the body. In both 
cases, adaptation did not entail conforming 
to the right-biased structure; namely, 
informants did not change their habit of 
using their left hand, thus producing a new 
‘left-handers’ practice.’ What is especially 
significant in Jack’s case is that adaptation 
took place at the unconscious level; he 
adapted and overcame the barrier without 
even being aware of it, and did not perceive 
the turnstile as a disruptive “obstacle.”  
 Given the relative ease of adaptation 
displayed in the cases of tablet chairs and 
turnstiles, what makes informants so 
particularly concerned about exam answer 
sheets, especially considering that all three 
examples would seem equally right-biased 
in their design? I suggest that to answer this 
fundamental question we should turn to the 
individual experiences of my informants. 
Namely, it is understandable that exams 
engender high levels of stress, which makes 
informants more sensitive and susceptible 
to the hindrances encountered during the 
process. The common use of the word 
“panic” to describe their feelings towards 
the inconvenience generated by exam 
sheets is particularly revelatory in this 
sense. I suggest that the significant 

discrepancies in the level of concern 
engendered by exam sheets on the one 
hand, and turnstiles and tablet chairs on the 
other, correlate with the respondents’ 
internal moods, attitudes and context (i.e. 
space and event) on top of the right-handed 
designs. 

Social Interactions 

Participants also reported embodied 
experiences of inconvenience in relation to 
everyday social interaction. One of my 
informants, Chun, had a remarkable 
experience related to handshaking in his 
early youth. He distinctly recalled that when 
having to shake hands for the first time he 
spontaneously offered his preferred—left—
hand, while his interlocutor stretched out 
his right hand. Chun still remembers the 
awkwardness of the subsequent pause, and 
his own hasty switch to his right hand. He 
teased himself as ‘so young and ignorant’ 
and told me that after this early experience 
he never again used his left hand for a 
handshake. Handshakes are illustrative of 
how right-handed normativity plays a 
fundamental role even in the smallest 
details of our bodily practice in everyday life
—handshake is less materially based but 
more a body gesture that is socialized for 
communication. As is the case for other 
unconscious cultural norms, we often do 
not recognize their existence until we have 
breached them.  
 Chun’s embodied experiences of left-
handedness is an example of Csordas’s 
(1990, 1994) contention that the “body is the 
existential ground of culture,” or in other 
words, our bodily dispositions often reflect 
cultural shaping. Right-handers do not 
hesitate to extend their right hand for this 
social ritual, as right-handedness is an 
established standard protocol. In this 
context, left-handers are expected to follow 
this right-biased protocol by modifying 
their bodily disposition. Chun’s self-
awareness on this issue was particularly 
interesting, as it was deeply rooted in that 
specific moment of his youth. In the blink of 
an eye the distinctions between left and 
right handedness, between standard and 
non-standard, as well as to who had to 
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concede were made apparent. This resulted 
in an almost immediate, swift and automatic 
bodily adjustment, as Chun switched from 
his left to his right hand. Although the 
awkward situation eventually came to a 
solution, the deliberate adjustment was far 
from the coping we mentioned above, 
because after all Chun had to conform to 
the protocol by switching to right hand. 
 Recall that baseball gloves are for 
Chun another source of inconvenience. In 
this case, there are limited options for 
coping through body flexibility because it is 
nearly impossible to use a wrong-handed 
glove. In such cases the individual is under 
more pressure to comply to the right-
handed structure, and his sense of 
inconvenience is inevitably stronger. As a 
result, even though Chun considered that 
issues related to his left-handedness are “no 
big deal,” handshaking and baseball gloves 
remain two remarkable examples of 
experiences that he explicitly considered to 
be “inconvenient.”  

Manufacturing Handedness 

Other than campus life and social 
interactions, in everyday life participants 
also come across with various manufactured 
products that are ostensibly right-handed. 
In other part of the interview Chun 
discussed his experience with guitars. Based 
on my aforementioned preliminary research 
on the availability of left-handed guitars, I 
was curious as to whether he used a right-
handed one, and if he did, whether he felt 
uncomfortable in doing so. He reported 
using mostly a right-handed guitar, and that 
he had no problem learning with it. The 
reason he gave me was, rather 
unexpectedly, that he finds it more 
convenient and even advantageous to use 
the relatively powerful fingers on his left 
hand to press the fret. This is another case 
that interestingly exemplifies the capacity of 
the body to incorporate both structure and 
agency, thus redefining individual 
outcomes. Although Chun considered the 
scarcity of left-hander’s baseball gloves an 
inconvenience, he found no difficulty in 
learning with a right-handed guitar. In fact, I 
have also seen Thomas playing with his 

right-handed guitar, and he does not seem 
bothered by its design. 
 On the other hand, scissors also 
carry a central role in illustrating the 
‘unbridgeable' difference between right-
handedness and left-handedness. In his 
comprehensive work about dexterity 
McManus devotes a lot of effort in 
discussing this specific issue, which he 
relates to the influence of mass production, 
“the manufacturer had modified the cheap 
part of the process, producing some special 
left-handed molded plastic handles, but had 
not undertaken the more expensive 
modification, retooling to produce properly 
left-handed blades” (2002: 280).(5) 
 Inspired by McManus’s argument 
about the “superficial” adjustment in the so-
called “left-handed scissor,” I initially 
expected most left-handers to have trouble 
using ordinary scissors, because they are 
manufactured in a way that gives more 
convenience to right-handers. They can 
easily see the cutting edge of the blade; 
which turns to the opposite side when it is 
used with a left-hand. As a result it should 
be harder to cut precisely when using any 
scissor with a left hand. Yet, my informants 
did not seem to be troubled by the design; 
even more surprisingly, some of them 
considered scissors to be “handedness-
neutral.” 
 Since Ling, Christy, and Jack use 
scissors with their right hand, I did not ask 
them anything related to the tool.(6) The 
issue of scissors was discussed in details 
with Brian, Thomas and Fai. Brian recalled 
that when he was in junior school he found 
it difficult to finish art assignment, as he 
could not cut properly with the scissor and 
the cutting did not follow the guiding line. 
At that time he did not fully realize that this 
problem was related to the use of unsuitable 
scissors, so he simply kept using them. Now 
he is mostly not bothered by it, partly 
because he has gotten used to using 
scissors throughout the years. He added 
that perhaps it may be more convenient for 
him to use scissors with his right hand, but 
he had never tried using them this way. On 
the other hand, Thomas was fully aware of 
the differences in the handle design, but not 
of the more crucial difference in the 
position of the cutting side of the blade;  
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he had been using right-handed scissor 
without noticing any problem at all. Finally, I 
found Fai’s case to be the most intriguing. 
Compared to my other two informants he 
knew more about left-handed scissors, and 
was fully aware that the key difference 
between right-handed and left-handed 
scissors lies in the blade. But despite this 
awareness he continued to use right-
handed scissors with his left hand because 
he felt that there is no significant difference 
between those two designs.  
 Each of my respondents showed 
different levels of understanding and 
attitudes towards to the use of “wrong-
handed scissors,” but none of them 
experienced any kind of remarkable 
inconvenience with using their left hand. In 
other words, the apparent contradiction 
between left-handed users and right-
handed designs does not necessarily exist at 
the level of embodiment. Perhaps we can 
further our understanding by focusing on 
informants’ lived experiences; since many 
left-handers—at least in the context of my 
research—grew up in an environment in 
which left-handed scissors—or any other 
left-handed tools—are not readily accessible, 
they might not notice that the scissors they 
use are in fact right-biased; they therefore 
developed a view of scissors as 
“handedness-neutral.” Although they all 
acknowledged that they were initially not 
too comfortable with using right-handed 
scissors, they assumed that this 
inconvenience was not caused specifically 
by “hand incompatibility,” but that it was 
rather part of the “natural” process required 
to fully master the use of any tool. The later 
realization that the tool indeed does have a 
biased design had limited impact on my 
informants’ habits; each of them had already 
developed their own way of coping with the 
problem and work smoothly with the 
scissors. Seeing scissors as an intrinsically 
inconvenient tool finds limited confirmation 
in the informants’ lived experiences.   
 These findings serve to enrich our 
understanding of how left handers cope 
with right-hand bias. As was the case with 
the design of exam papers, sometimes 
right-biased items are perceived as 
“handedness-neutral,” and only a limited 
number of people were fully aware of the 

right-biased design. Yet, unlike exam 
papers, informants like Thomas and Brian 
overcame the apparently incompatible 
design of some right-handed items before 
they even came to consciously recognize it 
as an inconvenience. Scissors therefore 
share more similarities with the case of the 
turnstile, where the apparent opposition 
between standardized production and 
bodily disposition is resolved through 
unconscious learning and coping.  

Concluding Discussion 
In this article I have presented seven right-
biased examples that are common in 
informants’ everyday life, and tried to study 
how these examples are being perceived in 
their lived experiences. I found a common 
pattern in their accounts; namely, the level 
of perceived inconvenience is closely linked 
to whether the body (in terms of 
physiological makeup) has the capacity to 
cope, and whether the coping is done 
consciously or unconsciously. In the latter 
case (exemplified by scissors and turnstiles) 
informants do not perceive any kind of 
particular inconvenience despite the 
apparent inevitable design contradictions. 
On the other hand, when coping is made 
impossible even with full awareness (such as 
in the case of baseball glove), informants 
perceived these inconveniences to be the 
most significant of their experiences. Mood 
and the context of the event are also 
involved in the process of coping. As 
exemplified by exam papers and 
handshakes, we can see how the memory of 
negative feelings plays a central role in the 
perceived experiences of my informants; 
namely, both stress and embarrassment 
heighten the perception of inconvenience in 
these situations.  
 Csordas’ (1990, 1994) idea of 
embodiment has been frequently applied to 
analyze informants’ accounts. Bodily 
movement and perception of the specific 
space/convention/item constitute the 
informants’ embodied experiences. The 
body is therefore the ground on which 
structure and agency converge and 
negotiate, with bodily flexibility and the 
process of training playing a fundamental 
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part in this negotiation. Through my 
informants’ accounts I was able to see how 
the right-biased world intersects with the 
informants’ experiences through discrete 
events in their everyday life. Although these 
events may seem trivial when taken 
separately, they together they contribute to 
constitute and cultivate individuals’ 
perception and identity of being a left-
hander.  
 Furthermore, I was particularly 
surprised to find that my ethnographic data 
was not fully consistent with my preliminary 
research and my own expectations. On the 
one hand, some recognized right-biased 
examples were nonetheless felt as relatively 
irrelevant, on the other, some informants 
recalled examples of inconvenience that 
they originally simply considered as 
handedness “neutral.” Such inconsistence 
leads us to reflect on how left-handers are 
being represented as a minority—do they 
always “suffer” in a right-biased world? Does 
an outsider’s perspective really reveal what 
left-handers see as “significant” and 
“inconvenient” in their everyday life? Is it 
necessarily difficult for them to negotiate 
these inconveniences through bodily 
means? While most of the literature I 
encountered in my preliminary research 
seems to suggest that the response to this 
question is invariably affirmative, my own 
interviews revealed a reality that is much 
more nuanced, and often less problematic 
than I was led to expect.  
 This is not to say that the 
representations of left-handers conveyed by 
the literature are necessarily flawed. Surely, 
people’s experiences vary and there must be 
some left-handers who are really distressed 
by these situations. I would suggest that the 
inconsistencies between my preliminary 
research and my interview data can be 
mainly explained as a result of difference in 
purpose. The original objective of the 
representation that depict left-handers as 
“distressed” may be to raise public 
awareness, and emphatic generalizations 
often help in the creation of shock and 
outrage (i.e. “that tool is right-biased, 
therefore all left-handers suffer when they 
use it.”). As a result, these accounts 
construct inconveniences as “something 
that is out there” and as the stumbling 

blocks that every left-hander inevitably trips 
over. And while these representations might 
give us some superficial idea of what being 
left-handed means, they do not provide us 
with a deeper understanding of the lived 
experiences of left-handers. Thanks to an 
anthropological inquiry focusing on the 
embodied experiences of left-handers, we 
are able to find answers that are deeper and 
more complex; the answer to the three 
questions discussed above thus becomes a 
more nuanced “yes…and no.” This finding is 
not unique to this research; we find similar 
ambiguities whenever we try to understand 
embodied experiences. This reflects what 
Csordas refers to as the “richness and 
indeterminacy” in human perceptual 
experiences (1990:9). 
 As I mentioned above, the current 
anthropological literature on left-
handedness is rather thin (one of the most 
preeminent works on this topic is Robert 
Hertz’s The Pre-eminence of the Right Hand, 
which was written more than a hundred 
years ago). To paraphrase Coren’s (1992) 
remark, left-handers may be one of the last 
minorities in our society that has not been 
thoroughly studied.  Left-handedness thus 
represents a largely unexplored field for 
anthropological inquiry, which could prove 
especially fertile for the stream of socio-
cultural anthropology. Even though today 
left-handers might no longer be socially 
excluded or discriminated like other 
minorities (i.e. ethnic, religious, gender, 
etc.), Hertz’s comparative study hinted that 
the bias toward right-handedness is very 
likely a cross-cultural phenomenon. This 
paper therefore also calls for a continual 
effort in studying the everyday life of left-
handers in different social contexts. 
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Notes  
1. Notably, there is substantial research on 
“handedness” in the fields of psychology and 
neurology, likely because there is a close 
relationship between handedness and brain 
function. Yet most of this research strictly 
focuses on biological aspects. It does not tell 
the reader much about the social situation 
of left-handers.    
2. As a child, I displayed a tendency to use 
my left hand. While I was later taught to 
write with my right hand, I use my left hand 
for tasks such as eating, holding tools, and 
brushing my teeth.   
3. All names are pseudonyms. 
4. From my observation, all turnstiles in 
Hong Kong are designed in the right-
handed way. 
5. The blades of left-handed scissors mirror 
the right-handed ones, and this is the key 
distinction between the two types of 
scissors.  
6. Readers may also be interested in why 
some of my informants use scissors with 
their right hand. I have asked them about 
this. Ling explained that she generally feels 
more comfortable using her right hand with 
tools that require strength, while she 
considers her left hand to be more nimble. 
Besides eating and writing, Jack he uses his 
right hand for many other tasks (e.g. sports), 
yet he still considers himself to be a left-
hander. As I have argued above, these 
examples reveal the fluidity in handedness; 
they challenge our common understanding 
of “right-hander” and “left-hander.”  
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Appendix: 
Figure 1: Informants’ Handedness for 
Different Task 

Name Writing Eating Using Scissors

Thomas Left Left Left

Ling Left Left Right

Jack Left Left Right

Christy Left Left Right

Brian Left Left Left

Fai Right Left Left

Chun Right Left Left
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Book Reviews

The People, Place, and Space Reader by Jen Gieseking, William Mangold, Cindi Katz, Setha 
Low, and Susan Saegert, eds. New York: Routledge, 2014. 446 pages.  

Aixa Alemán-Díaz, American University 

The People, Place, and Space Reader (2014) 
offers a collection of 69 articles and 12 
sections covering a genealogy of “theories of 
space” that extend over a century. The 
collection examines the entanglements 
among peoples, places, and spaces, as well 
as the importance of culture in the making 
of place, space, and landscape. Two 
anthologies published in the 1970s provide 
the backdrop for this excellent contribution 
made by a group of students and faculty 
members at The Graduate Center at the City 
University of New York (CUNY). Editors 
make environmental psychology relevant by 
joining scholars, who have continued work 
in theories of space, to renew thinking about 
space and place across the social sciences 
and humanities. 
 Several of the editors have made 
influential interventions in debates on 
spatial theory. Anthropologist Setha Low 
explores how “cultural politics” and the 
spatialization of culture affects diverse types 
of relationships that form between people 
and their environments. Low’s “co-
production model” provides a novel 
ethnographic perspective and method for 
understanding how social relationships and 
space are co-configured by “embodied 
spaces,” or the person as a mobile spatio-
temporal unit (Low 2009). Low and her team 
analyze “embodied spaces” in relation to the 
possible closure of an enclosed Latino food 
area known as Moore Street Market in 
Brooklyn, New York through close 
examination of people’s everyday 
relationships with their built environments. 
This team conceptualizes the market as a 
trans-local web of social relationships that 
nurture networks and bodies in movement 

to show that how people interact with 
commercial space develop practical 
solutions to prevent the market from 
closing. This collaborative work underscores 
the importance of finding real-time 
solutions that can benefit a majority of 
individuals and sectors. More significantly, 
Low argues that by reconceptualizing ‘the 
field’ and by focusing on the spatialization of 
culture, anthropologists offer new tools to 
think about the myriad ways in which 
individuals relate to their built 
environments. 
 There is a clear commitment to 
research that is engaged in social justice and 
equality throughout the volume. In the final 
section, entitled “Democratic Prospects and 
Possibilities,” the authors theorize 
interactions among people, place, and space 
in relation to social arrangements marked by 
the unequal geographical distribution of 
material and nonmaterial processes. Lila 
Abu-Lughod discusses democratic 
prospects and possibilities as patterns that 
fuel and prevent social change. Her analysis 
weighs the positive and negative effects of 
the role of social media in what has been 
dubbed the ‘Egyptian Revolution.’ She 
explains that young Egyptians turned into 
activists as they developed a sense of 
responsibility for the uprisings and protests 
in Tahrir Square that affected their rural 
lives. Ethnographic descriptions bring forth 
the implications of these events and connect 
global processes with personal and local 
reactions. Abu-Lughod’s chapter aligns with 
claims made by other activists and scholars 
affirming that space and place are co-
produced. She develops a thorough 
perspective about the contradictions of 

Bk
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those living in globalized contemporary 
societies and their potential to achieve 
democratic prospects and goals.  
 Taken as a whole, this book marks an 
energetic and sophisticated renewal of 
scholarly and activist conversations about 
the triad of landscape, space, and place. 
What is perhaps most distinctive in this 
anthology is the breadth of connecting 
diverse concepts and theories over time that 
evidence myriad ways in which space and 
place are constituted by an array of social 
relationships. The multiple perspectives of 
activists, non-academic professionals, and 
scholars will make the volume of interest to 
a wide readership, especially those who are 
interested in applied scholarship. 
 Though this volume offers a robust 
genealogy of theories of place and space, it 
could be strengthened by more explicitly 
addressing the importance of geographical 
locations, localities, and non-human actors. 
Hugh Raffles (2002) offers an example of 
this when analyzing everyday social uses of 
a Brazilian estuary by locals that form a 
locality marked by “fluvial intimacies.” He 
argues that these social practices, which are 
embedded in political economic 
contingencies, affect the makings of the 
Amazonian rainforest. The section entitled 
“The Social Production of Space and Time” 
offers an entry point into thinking about the 
role of the non-human in the production of 
space and culture, however, the overall 
volume does not grant sustained attention 
to this issue. Emergent research in 
anthropology, including multi-species 
ethnographies (Odgen, Hall, and Tanita 2013; 
Kirksey and Helmreich 2010) and science 
studies (Kohn 2007, 2015), demonstrates that 
paying attention to the non-human can 
complicate anthropological analyses of the 
social and material relationships that 
influence the makings of nature and space. 
 Finally, The People, Place, and Space 
Reader is an innovative approach to 
fostering transdisciplinary dialogue, using a 
website to connect professionals, scholars, 
activists, teachers, and students interested 
in the politics of life and place. An online 
interface makes the volume accessible to a 
range of audiences by creating exchanges 
between readers and editors, teachers and 
students, as well as intellectuals and the 
public. The integration of technology 

transforms the anthology into a “living” 
project by promoting the exchange of ideas
—such as those I have presented here—even 
after publication.  
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Living On Your Own: Single Women, Rental Housing, and Post-Revolutionary Affect in 
Contemporary South Korea by Jesook Song. Albany: State University of New York Press,
2014. 152 pp.  

Edward James Glayzer, Michigan State University 

Since the global economic crisis of 2008, 
governments around the world have 
struggled with the negative social and 
economic repercussions of high youth 
unemployment rates and the rising cost of 
living. Living On Your Own (2014) connects 
this global crisis to the frustrations of young 
women in Korea who are forced to rely on 
their parents and husbands for housing, 
unable to obtain their generation’s desire for 
the same financial and domestic 
independence possible in other developed 
nations. Song’s focus on gender and her 
background in political economy make this 
research a compelling window through 
which to examine the intersectionality 
between disparate aspects of Korean life 
such as male-dominated Confucian family 
ideology, neoliberal market reform, 
government housing policy, and an 
increased reliance on financial borrowing 
from both formal and informal lending 
institutions to pay apartment security 
deposits. Song argues that the movement 
for gender equality in South Korea has been 
co-opted by neoliberal corporate capitalism 
in order to stratify and make the workforce 
more elastic for the benefit of employers. 
This argument is well supported by Song’s 
extensive documentation of common 
workplace cultural practices that make full-
time employment, raises, promotions, and 
after-hours socialization events inaccessible 
to women. 
 The book is divided into an 
introduction and four chapters. The 
introductory chapter links Song’s 
ethnographic work to global trends towards 
financialization and neoliberalization. Song’s 
research builds on the wider 

anthropological literature on capitalism and 
feminism by engaging the ideas of seminal 
thinkers such as Hester Eisenstein (2009), 
Zillah Eisenstein (2007), Bumiller (2008), and 
Spivak (1999). Chapter 1 begins with a brief 
introduction to neo-Confucian gender 
ideology, where women are dependant on 
their fathers until marriage to their 
husbands; this practice of male 
proprietorship over women has become 
cemented into Korean social norms and 
dates back over 600 years. Women began to 
see marriage as an option rather than a 
necessity with the popularity of 
cosmopolitan culture that took place at the 
end of World War II, brought on by travel 
and mass media. Despite this shift, Song 
contends that single Korean women who 
seek to live independently face a constant 
struggle between these changing and 
contested sexual and moral regimes. While 
young men’s cosmopolitan desires to live 
independently from their parents before 
marriage is considered to be a sign of sexual 
vitality, young women’s equivalent 
aspirations are more readily associated with 
suspicions of promiscuity. The latter half of 
the chapter documents various Korean 
women’s differing class, familial, and sexual 
struggles to establish independent 
residences from their families despite being 
unmarried.  
 In the second and third chapters, 
Song engages heavily with Marxist theories 
of capitalist accumulation, Foucault’s 
(1988,1998) technologies of the self, and	
Lapavitsas’s (2009) financialization of every 
day life. Song delves into the multitude of 
challenges that face single women in 
securing affordable independent livelihoods. 
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These include a rental housing market 
heavily dependent on large cash deposits, a 
financial system that discriminates against 
single women applying for loans, and a labor 
market where unmarried women struggle to 
find full-time work. Within each of these 
spheres, Song documents how single 
women are systematically marginalized and 
effectively forced to depend on kinship 
networks for even basic subsistence. One 
research participant complains, “I had to ask 
my parents… My rent deposit is about 40 
million Korean won [US$40,000]. It is 
impossible to save that much money when I 
can barley pay my living expenses with the 
income of an unstable part-time job” (p. 39). 
Song astutely connects the web of 
government policies and corporate 
practices to larger debates about the 
cosmopolitan desire for a flexible lifestyle 
and the demand of a neoliberal economic 
system to create a large, highly educated, 
flexible, but inexpensive workforce.    
 The final chapter discusses the 
historical convergence of the politically 
leftist democratization movement against 
the military Park regime with the political 
right’s neoliberal movement for self-
determination and independence. The book 
ends with a discussion from one of Song’s 
key informants, a politically-left, single 
woman who fought for democratization 
during the Park regime. Regarding the 
relationship between democratization and 
capitalism, she states, “I suspect that liberal 
democratization and acceleration of 
capitalism are almost interchangeable 
terms” (p. 95). Drawing on archival data, 
Song does an exceptional job of describing 
the kinds of affective baggage that South 
Koreans experienced, such as a deep sense 
of social duty during the 1980s and the 
desire for a more enjoyable life during the 
1990s. While this is not the book’s strongest 
section, because it feels disconnected from 
the more substantive arguments in the rest 
of the text, many readers will still find Song’s 
analysis of Korean political activism since 
the 1980s remarkable in its own right. 
 This intriguing book successfully 
documents the modern global youth crisis 
and investigates its manifestation in South 
Korea for single women. Song productively 
moves from the voices of her research 
participants to macro-level scopes of 

inquiry regarding the nature of capitalist 
political economy. The pedagogical qualities 
of this text would resonate with students 
and educators interested in East Asian 
feminism, development, and modernity. 
Additionally, this work will be of particular 
interest to anyone interested in the gender 
politics of South Korea, as well as students 
who study the effects of financial 
institutions, economic development or 
capitalism on gender inequality.  
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Mosquito Trails: Ecology, Health, and the Politics of Entanglement by Alex M. Nading. 
Oakland: University of California Press, 2014. 288 pp.  

Kathleen Lynch, Boston University School of Medicine 

In Mosquito Trails: Ecology, Health, and the 
Politics of Entanglement, Alex Nading (2014) 
investigates how dengue fever is understood 
in Nicaragua. His work centers around the 
low-income city Ciudad Sandino, where he 
examines local knowledge about the virus 
and the politics of vector control. Using 
anthropological methodologies of 
participant observation and in-depth 
interviews with brigadistas (a 
predominantly-female corps of community 
health workers), city sanitation workers, and 
individuals who sell recycled garbage, 
Nading produces a narrative ethnography 
that explains how Ciudad Sandino residents 
navigate the politics and practices of dengue 
eradication.  
 Central to this book is the concept of 
entanglement. Nading develops “the politics 
of entanglement” to describe how health 
workers, residents, mosquitoes, and the 
landscape of Ciudad Sandino are connected 
through dengue. Entanglement, according 
to Nading, refers to “the unfolding, often 
incidental attachments and affinities, 
antagonisms and animosities that bring 
people, nonhuman animals, and things into 
each other’s worlds” (p.11). Residents’ 
interactions with one another, mosquitoes, 
and the socio-cultural landscape of the city 
leads Nading to argue that the dominant 
global health discourse on dengue—which 
says humans and mosquitoes are locked in 
mortal competition—is not applicable in the 
context of Ciudad Sandino. Rather, dengue 
is understood as a set of “ongoing 
relationships with species and objects” (p. 
92). The brigadistas with whom Nading 
works view managing dengue as they view 
managing the household environment, and 

the human and nonhuman beings within it. 
Rather than separation from the 
environment, dengue control necessitates 
engagement with the environment.  
 Nading explores the concept of 
entanglement through the three parts of the 
book: Infrastructure, Bodies, and 
Knowledge. In part 1 “Infrastructure,” he 
engages with the urban space of Ciudad 
Sandino ethnographically and historically, 
using beautiful descriptions of the city’s 
landscape to trace material and political-
economic attachments among the city’s 
human and non-human residents. In 
particular, Nading examines the formal and 
informal economies of garbage collection to 
understand Ciudad Sandino’s interaction 
with mosquitoes. Garbage collection is at 
once seen as a “dirty” business, a means for 
personal survival, and a civic contribution. 
Nading shows that these narratives are tied 
up with political implications for how waste 
and human-mosquito movements should be 
managed.  
 In part 2 “Bodies,” Nading focuses on 
the role of brigadistas and their 
entanglements in dengue control efforts. 
Through detailed ethnographic examples, 
Nading describes how the brigadistas are in 
constant dialogue with place, noting, “[their] 
senses of place were the key to developing 
senses of health” (p. 91). Attachment to place 
contrasts with public health protocol for the 
management of city space, which seeks to 
alienate individuals from urban natures. 
Nading also illustrates the brigadistas’ 
entanglement with dengue through their 
descriptions of the mosquitoes as single 
mothers. Rather than employing rhetoric of  
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separation in mosquito control, brigadistas 
linguistically engage with the vectors by 
making mosquitoes more relatable, and 
therefore more understandable.  
 Part 3 “Knowledge,” explores the 
social and institutional entanglements 
present in dengue control. In this section, 
Nading integrates a Foucauldian discussion 
of bio-political surveillance, showing how 
public health surveillance becomes 
entangled with political surveillance, and the 
ways in which the concept of “community 
participation” takes on political meanings. 
Nading also examines how people react to 
seasonal dengue epidemics, re-forming 
their ideas of “place” based on the temporal 
incongruities between mosquito, human, 
and climatic behaviors.  
 This book is grounded in theories 
from political ecology and critical medical 
anthropology. Drawing upon the work of 
Margaret Lock, Nancy Scheper-Hughes, 
Paul Farmer, and Michel Foucault, Nading 
argues that critical medical anthropology is 
a study of entanglement; in other words, the 
inequalities that influence attachments 
between individuals, knowledge, and places 
become manifested as health inequalities. By 
combining a critical perspective on dengue 
control efforts with political ecology—the 
notion that political-economic structures 
are in a dialectic relationship with the 
environment—Nading also attempts to 
elucidate the “more than human” elements 
of entanglement (p. 13).  
 Nading employs a critical approach 
when discussing the narratives and 
metaphors surrounding dengue. Drawing 
upon Scheper-Hughes and Lock’s (1987) 
three levels of bodily analysis, he writes, “the 
body, like nature, is variously experienced as 
a social metaphor, as a site of 
phenomenological experiences of pain and 
pleasure, and as the subject—both focus of 
interest and site of practice—for state and 
citizen formation” (p. 213). The individual 
body becomes infected with dengue, acts as 
a social metaphor for the cleanliness of the 
barrio, and is subject to political surveillance 
as a reflection of the State’s success in 
dengue eradication. Extending Mol’s (2002) 
concept of the “body multiple,” Nading 
integrates Lock’s (1993) notion of “local 
biologies” into his analysis, illustrating how 
the various political entanglements present 

within Ciudad Sandino are reproduced 
within individual bodies. For example, he 
uses the case of a girl afflicted with dengue 
and the neighborhood’s conflict with the 
Ministry of Public Health (MINSA) over 
responsibility for garbage collection. In this 
case, dengue is the biologization of 
structural and community entanglements.   
Through examining the bio-political 
entanglements of humans and dengue, 
Nading complicates Foucault’s notion of 
biopower.  Throughout the text Nading 
demonstrates that controlling dengue 
vectors often meant regulating human 
activity and interactions, justifying state 
power over human life in the name of 
mosquito habitat control. As a result, Nading 
introduces the novel concept of interspecies 
biopower. This concept places a critical 
slant on current multispecies literature 
wherein organisms are said to be entangled 
in a “meshwork” of connections (Ingold 
2008). While this is certainly the case in 
Ciudad Sandino, Nading demonstrates that 
these organisms are also connected in 
dialectic and hierarchical ways.  
 Although Mosquito Trails employs 
critical theory, the author’s lack of 
engagement with syndemics is a 
shortcoming of the book. A term coined by 
Merrill Singer (2009), syndemic theory 
refers to a biosocial concept within critical 
medical anthropology wherein two or more 
epidemics in a population have a deleterious 
biological interaction within a particular 
social context, exacerbating the health 
consequences for that population. Nading 
briefly references syndemic theory in a 
footnote on dengue and H1N1, yet uses the 
term as a synonym for co-morbidity rather 
than a biosocial entanglement. The complex 
interaction that constitutes a syndemic fits 
well with Nading’s ideas about 
entanglements between public health, 
infrastructure, and pathogens.  
 This book is an excellent 
anthropological work, presenting a model to 
study global infectious diseases in local 
contexts. Nading’s work is innovative; he 
does not just study cultural constructions of 
place or understandings of the body, but 
also how these concepts become entangled 
within politics, the environment, and 
history. Nading elevates the nonhuman 
actors in his study, making mosquitoes and 
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places as much “informants” as his human 
collaborators. Yet if the mosquito is going to 
be regarded as an actor in this study, then 
Nading’s analysis would benefit from asking 
how their activities shape, and are shaped 
by, political and social relationships. The 
mosquito-as-single mother trope shows 
how brigadistas make meaning from their 
work, but it is not dialectic: how do these 
meanings impact mosquitoes and their 
habitats, and how do the mosquitoes 
respond? Perhaps here Nading could engage 
with biocultural literature—for example, 
Peter Brown’s (1981) study on endemic 
malaria in Sardinia—to illustrate how local 
ecologies produce mosquito and human 
adaptations to dengue in Nicaragua. This 
well-written book is an exceptional resource 
for anthropology graduate students 
interested in environmental and global 
health issues. Upper-level undergraduate 
students may also benefit from this work, 
provided they have a strong background in 
critical medical anthropology, political 
ecology, and Foucault. Upon finishing the 
book, student anthropologists will be 
inspired to identify the entanglements 
present within their own field sites.  
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When I Wear My Alligator Boots: Narco-Culture in the U.S. Mexico Borderlands by Shaylih 
Muehlmann. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014. 226 pp.  

Kevin Ritt, University of Denver 

This ethnography is an intensely personal 
exploration of the complicated ways that the 
narcotics industry manifests itself in the 
daily lives of the people of northern Mexico. 
Muehlmann (2014) immerses the reader in 
the experiences of those living on the 
fringes of the war on drugs, and the familial, 
social, and economic factors that draw 
people into the drugs trade. The author 
explicitly states that this ethnography was 
precipitated not by her own personal 
interest in the subject matter, but out of 
necessity, caused by “the extent to which 
the narco-world pervaded the local 
economy” (p. 3). The book’s major 
contribution to the literature is its insight 
into the lives of those living on the outskirts 
of one of the world’s largest drug corridors 
and how that reality permeates their daily 
lives. 
 Overall, the book explores the ways 
that the narco-industry is nearly 
inescapable in northern Mexico. Chapter 1 
investigates the ubiquitous effects of the 
drug industry on the women at its 
periphery; “these are the other faces of the 
drug wars: mothers, wives, and daughters, 
waiting for their sons, husbands, and fathers 
to serve out their prison sentences, or 
mourning their deaths and 
disappearances” (p. 24). Chapters 2 and 3 
detail the evolution of an informant’s 
identity as a narco, his struggles to readjust 
to life after prison without that identity, and 
how corridos—ballads that tell the history of 
men and women working in the drug 
business—help explore the emotional 
implications of the drug war (p. 25). Chapter 
4 examines how northern Mexico’s rise as a 
drug corridor has led to a corresponding 

rise in drug addiction in the same region, 
heartbreakingly embodied by one man’s 
struggle with cristal (methamphetamine). 
Chapter 5 discusses the financial flows of 
the drug industry and how this practice is 
linked to larger, global economic forces. 
Chapter 6 is an enlightening discussion of 
the many forms of risk, including the 
physical, economic, and social risks that are 
part of life on the edges of the narco-
economy.  
 Muehlmann discusses risk in detail 
and explains how different forms of risk can 
compound to make it seem, paradoxically, 
less dangerous for someone to participate in 
the drug trade. For instance, after numerous 
truck drivers were arrested for drugs that 
narcos had hidden on their trucks, one 
driver decided to become actively involved 
in the industry because he “figured it was 
better than unknowingly taking a load and 
not getting paid” (p. 13). This truck driver’s 
account is all too similar to the “grim 
biographies” of Haitians which have been 
documented by Paul Farmer (2003), whose 
lives are “structured by historically given 
(and often economically driven) processes 
and forces” which are beyond their control 
(p. 40). Farmer defines structural violence as 
“social structures—economic, political, legal, 
religious, and cultural—that stop individuals, 
groups, and societies from reaching their 
full potential” (p. 1686). As Muehlmann’s 
research shows, the compounding factors of 
structural violence force many Mexicans to 
consider the drug trade as a means of 
survival. 
 Muehlmann’s work is bookended by 
thoughtful arguments regarding a number 
of important themes related to the war on 
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drugs. The issue of prohibition, as well as its 
ineffectiveness as a strategy in the war on 
drugs, is a theme examined throughout the 
book. Additionally, the concept of the allure 
of the drug industry, both to individuals and 
as a larger part of the Mexican 
consciousness, is discussed. Muehlmann’s 
treatment of violence fits within the 
growing body of literature focusing on 
cross-border violence related to the drug 
trade, especially with regard to femicide and 
student deaths (Campbell 2008; Staudt 
2008). Muehlmann takes an avowedly 
activist approach and consistently discusses 
the fact that many Mexicans turn to the 
drug trade due to lack of other economic 
options. She also argues that “while Mexico 
exports the drugs and profits to the United 
States, the United States exports the guns, 
the bloodshed, and the blame to Mexico” (p. 
176).  
 Despite the strengths of the book, 
Muehlmann is less effective in her 
discussions of drug policy and international 
finance. The connection between US 
prohibition policies and the informants 
themselves is never fully developed beyond 
the concept that “there is a direct 
relationship between U.S. prohibition 
policies and recreational drug use and the 
murder and chaos unleashed throughout 
Mexico” (p. 110-111). Although Muehlmann 
does not explore this connection in depth, 
other scholars have noted that “the largest 
illegal profits for organized criminal 
entrepreneurs are to be gained in the drug 
markets–partly because for many countries, 
illicit drugs are one of the few pleasures that 
are still prohibited by law” (Desroches 
2007:831). Additionally, while Muehlmann 
chose to situate her book almost entirely in 
Mexico, recent books by Howard Campbell 
(2009) and Carmen Boullosa and Mike 
Wallace (2015) examine these issues from 
both sides of the border. 
 Muehlmann writes in a powerful, 
reflexive style. The deeply personal 
relationship between herself and her host 
family and informants is clear throughout 
the book. This methodological approach 
effectively embeds the reader in the 
emotional worlds of the people involved. 
The emotional connection makes for a 
powerful and gripping exploration of the 
trials and tribulations wrought by the drug 

trade. Instead of reading about 
imprisonments and addiction in an abstract 
way, the book invites the reader to feel the 
emotional impact of a mother’s daily effort 
to sell enough tamales to bribe prison 
guards, and the descent of the author’s 
friend into meth addiction. 
 Although an understanding of gender 
roles within the drug trade is a secondary 
focus of the book, it is one of Muehlmann’s 
strongest points of analysis. Throughout the 
book she discusses gender differences in the 
status acquired by being involved in the 
drug trade, motivations for getting involved 
in the industry, and the stigma relating to 
drug addiction. Muehlmann also mentions 
many risks and dangers associated with 
being a single white female on the edges of 
the narco-world, including one instance 
where she was threateningly followed by an 
alleged murderer (p. 157). This book 
compliments existing gender analyses of the 
drug trade, such as Melissa Wright’s work on 
feminist issues on the Mexico-US border, 
including femicide related to the drug wars 
(2011).  
 Muehlmann’s book is a noteworthy 
contribution to recent ethnography, 
especially for those interested in studying 
drug culture, borderland anthropology, and 
issues of structural violence. Her engaging, 
activist prose makes for compelling reading 
that is applicable to a wide variety of 
academic disciplines. Muehlmann 
masterfully immerses the reader in the 
everyday world of the drug trade in 
northern Mexico, simultaneously 
humanizing the struggle of those involved 
and revealing the complexities of dealing 
with the issues. The book is well suited for 
an undergraduate or graduate course, either 
as an outstanding example of doing 
ethnography in dangerous places or as part 
of a course on modern day Mexico, Mexico-
US relations, or the drug war.  
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Wives, Husbands, and Lovers: Marriage and Sexuality in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Urban 
China. Davis, Deborah S. and Sara L. Friedman, eds. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press 
2014. 326 pp.  

Hope St. John, University of Washington 

Wives, Husbands, and Lovers examines the 
evolution of social norms and state 
regulations surrounding the institution of 
marriage, expressions of sexuality, and 
practices of romantic engagement. 
Compiling the works of eleven scholars, 
editors Deborah S. Davis and Sara L. 
Freidman examine marriage and sexuality in 
the People’s Republic of China (PRC), 
Taiwan, and Hong Kong, bringing into focus 
the divergent trajectories of socio-cultural 
and political development that have shaped 
distinctive marital trends and experience. 
The book makes valuable contributions to 
contemporary scholarship of marriage, 
sexuality, and Chinese societies and is the 
first volume to compare Hong Kong, Taiwan, 
and urban China on these topics. Utilizing a 
comparative frame, the authors draw out 
common themes, including the 
“deinstitutionalization” of marriage, based 
on the work of Andrew Cherlin (1978, 2004), 
and the emergence of new logics of 
individualism and the market. Furthermore, 
they show how the three societies are 
brought together by the growing trend of 
border crossing that is reconstituting the 
gendered experience of sexual and marital 
life and realigning marriage as an institution 
across these distinctive geopolitical sites. A 
collection of fascinating analyses, Wives, 
Husbands, and Lovers is at its most 
developed in chapters by Freidman (chapter 
12), Erni (chapter 8), and Cai and Wang 
(chapter 4), which analyze marriage and 
sexuality in the context of interpersonal and 
citizen-state relations. 
 Divided into three sections 
corresponding to the three cultural-
geographic foci, the volume begins with 

urban China. In their chapter, Cai and Wang 
detail urban China’s trend toward later 
marriage in the context of Mao era state 
intervention and its subsequent retreat, 
detailing how the exercise of state power 
over the population gave way to new 
economic spaces and ideology. In doing so, 
the authors examine the strength of the 
marriage institution in China in the wake of 
its deinstitutionalization and divergence 
from Confucian familial ideals and the 
responsiveness of individuals to political, 
economic, and cultural shifts that guide 
their participation in marriage. This is 
examined both within the context of Mao 
era state-led campaigns for later marriage 
and the reform era increased opportunity 
for personal choice of. Emphasizing the 
continued relevance of the state in relation 
to marriage as both a social and political 
institution, the authors argue that while the 
current trend toward late marriage has been 
guided by individual choice, it has primarily 
been a response to “structural changes” and 
“a new state orientation” (p. 114).  
 Shifting away from demographic 
studies, Erni examines and deconstructs the 
implications of legal recognition of marriage 
in Hong Kong for nontraditional participants 
through the reading of W v. Registrar of 
Marriages (the W case).  Initially filed in 
2010, the lawsuit sought legal recognition of 
a transgender woman’s heterosexual 
marriage to a biological male by seeking the 
legal definition of “man” and “woman” and 
the granting to transgender people of a full 
status within these categories. Although 
Miss W ultimately won state recognition of 
her marriage, Erni argues that the case is 
part of the contemporary resolidification of 
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“traditional understandings of marriage” (p.
190), as well as a subtle challenge to 
normative definitions of gender that 
contributes to the “internal reconfiguration 
of power” (p. 208). 
 Like Erni, Shen is also interested in 
the contemporary reproduction and 
reconfiguration of traditional marriage 
ideals, examining the normalization and 
endurance of the contemporary 
transnational Taiwanese family among 
businessmen. Made possible by close 
kinship ties and adherence to gendered 
family roles, these transnational families 
occasionally subvert, yet ultimately uphold, 
patriarchal expectations. This occurs 
through selectively freeing spouses from 
specific marital obligations such as 
monogamy and care for the husband along 
the lines of traditional gender expectations. 
However, Shen argues that implications of 
the transnational family go beyond merely 
reinforcing gender norms in marriage. 
Rather, gendered expectations within 
transnational households are responsive to 
and reflective of tensions between 
economic pulls and longstanding cultural 
expectations as they redefine the social 
institution of “family.” In the volume’s 
conclusion, Friedman deepens the 
exploration of sexual and marital border 
crossing by examining cross-Strait 
marriages as an institutional nexus of 
“gender, population, and sovereignty” in 
Taiwan. There, she argues, marriage has 
become a site in which political uncertainty 
and social anxiety is negotiated in the 
context of evolving cross-Strait relations (p. 
285). 
 Wives, Husbands and Lovers is a 
thorough, timely investigation of the 
complex formation, enactment, and 
regulation of social practices and 
institutions surrounding marriage and 
sexuality in Chinese societies. While 
meticulous in its examination of the 
practices of dating, marriage, and sexual 
relations, the book neglects to analyze the 
lack of “delinking” between marriage and 
childbearing in much detail. In Chinese 
societies, the social and political institution 
of marriage is often seen as a prerequisite 
for childbearing and childrearing. Although 
the delinking between marriage and 
childbearing is referred to in discussions of 

state intervention in China (Cai and Wang, 
chapter 4), the recognition of transgender 
marriages in Hong Kong (Erni, chapter 8), 
and the development of family law in Taiwan 
(Kuo, chapter 9), the book does not discuss 
this topic in depth. An examination of this 
facet of marriage and sexuality would fit the 
volume’s other chapters, including analyses 
of familial engagement, such as parental 
anxiety (Zhang and Sun, chapter 5), spousal 
commitment (Ho, chapter 7), and the 
constitution of transnational family (Shen, 
chapter 11). However, the lack of such an 
examination is directly acknowledged by the 
editors alongside a speculative exploration 
of marriage and childbearing, rendering the 
exclusion of broader discussion not an 
oversight but an editorial decision. With the 
combination of statistical analyses and 
ethnographies, the editors present a 
multifaceted account of marriage and 
sexuality within and across the social, 
political, and geographic borders of Taiwan, 
Hong Kong, and urban China. The volume as 
a whole successfully opens up key lines of 
socio-cultural comparison between unique 
yet interconnected Chinese societies.  

References Cited 

Cherlin, Andrew J.  
1978 “Remarriage as an Incomplete  
 Institution.” American Journal of  
 Sociology 84: 634-650. 

Cherlin, Andrew J.  
2004 “The Deinstitutionalization of  
 American Marriage.” Journal of  
 Marriage and Family 66 (November): 
 848-861. 



Student Anthropologist  |  Volume 4  |  Number 2 63

Book Reviews

Life Beside Itself: Imagining Care in the Canadian Arctic by Lisa Stevenson.  
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014. 251 pp.  

William Voinot-Baron, University of Wisconsin-Madison 

In Life Beside Itself, Lisa Stevenson (2014) 
poetically fashions a narrative of care in the 
Canadian Arctic. Stevenson builds her 
ethnography around two periods of 
fieldwork, one with a group of Inuit youth 
amid a suicide epidemic in Iqaluit, the 
capital of Canada’s northernmost territory 
of Nunavut, and another plumbing the 
colonial archive for facts and images that 
document the Arctic tuberculosis epidemic 
which occurred between the 1940s and early 
1960s. Stevenson astutely articulates how 
government responses to youth suicide in 
the Canadian Arctic extend from the 
colonial logic that motivated the removal of 
Inuit tuberculosis patients to southern 
sanatoriums in the middle of the twentieth 
century. Moreover, she holds that the 
Canadian government’s efforts to keep Inuit 
youth alive, like government responses to 
Inuit tuberculosis, cannot be separated from 
the desire also to assimilate them. 
Stevenson reinforces her argument by 
illustrating how the Canadian government 
measures Inuit “health,” like the health of all 
of its citizens, in mere physical life, while it 
discounts all else that makes Inuit lives 
meaningful. She characterizes this 
biopolitical prerogative of keeping citizens 
(merely) alive as “anonymous care.”  
 Writing of suicide prevention efforts 
in general and Nunavut’s anonymous suicide 
hotline in particular, Stevenson illuminates 
how anonymous care depends on the facts 
of life, on whether or not someone is alive 
and on keeping them alive, and on the facts 
of death, on conceptions of risk that expect 
that other Inuit youth will kill themselves. 
According to Stevenson, biopolitical 
measures that effect care through the 

narrow valuation of physical life insist “that 
care should be administered indifferently, 
without it mattering for whom” (p. 5). In 
turn, the violent force of anonymous care is 
brought home to readers by Stevenson’s 
astute attention to how, in Inuit 
communities, practices of naming entwine 
life and death together. That the Canadian 
government’s desire to preserve mere 
physical life is often experienced by Inuit as 
effacing the names that make life 
conceivable is an effect of anonymous care 
that Stevenson calls the “psychic life of 
biopolitics.” 
 As Stevenson describes her 
ethnographic approach, she is “like a 
collector who brings disparate objects, 
images, and narratives into a constellation of 
her own making” (p. 15). Engaging the 
ephemeral quality of images, Stevenson 
draws largely on Walter Benjamin and Freud 
to illustrate how, in Nunavut, death is 
carried on in life through the entanglement 
of dreams and memory (e.g., Benjamin 2006; 
Freud 2010). Recalling the suicidal dreams of 
her Inuit friends, Stevenson depicts how life 
is reflected in the image of death not only 
when the deceased, momentarily lifelike, 
haunt the dreams of the living, but also 
when these dreams, recounted in waking, 
give life meaning. At the theoretical level, 
Stevenson’s book is well-crafted, and it 
makes for a compelling read. However, her 
philosophical tack results in an imbalance 
between provocative theory and textual 
engagements with everyday life. 
 While Stevenson offers vivid glimpses 
of life in Nunavut—one of the richest being 
her description of driving around the 
outskirts of Iqaluit with her young Inuit 
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interlocutors (p. 131-132)—overall, her 
representations of everyday life are sparse. 
Although the few vignette-style narratives 
of day-to-day longing and displacement 
Stevenson provides ethnographically 
support her emphasis on the uncertainty of 
life in Nunavut, the predominance of these 
melancholic testimonies reinforces an image 
of life in the Canadian Arctic in which 
suicide is all but certain, a trope that she 
adamantly intends to write against. 
Moreover, while Stevenson’s accounts of 
everyday life and loss are vital, in their 
limited scope they omit the actions and 
reflections of Inuit bureaucrats, 
disregarding how Inuit are, perhaps, not 
only recipients of biopolitical forms of care, 
but also its agents. Readers might wonder 
how Inuit politicians and government 
officials are implicated in the very 
architecture of care that Stevenson 
problematizes. All told, the ethnographic 
“constellation” Stevenson fashions leaves 
readers imagining care in the Canadian 
Arctic without fully understanding the lives 
and relationships that orient it.  
 Nevertheless, in her final chapter, 
Stevenson offers an important alternative to 
anonymous care that is also prescriptive of a 
way of doing anthropology. She calls this 
mode of care “song.” Writing of dementia, 
Janelle Taylor (2008) suggests that the 
capacity to care for loved ones is not bound 
by the cognitive ability to recall once-
familiar faces or to remember names. With 
“song,” Stevenson similarly signals to ways of 
caring that are not conditioned by what we 
know—in the strictly cognitive sense—but by 
how we “make space for the existence of 
another” (p. 157). Like the passing of breath 
between Inuit throat singers—an image upon 
which Stevenson eloquently draws in her 
prologue—the palliative potential of “song” 
hinges not on comprehending what is sung 
but on the gesture itself. Thus, while 
Stevenson’s text addresses how Inuit life is 
carried on, in part, through naming, in the 
end, she is concerned with how care begins 
by being present beside another. 
 Juxtaposing intimacy with anonymity, 
Stevenson’s “song” exemplifies what Julie 
Livingston (2012) refers to as improvised 
care. Stevenson’s book evocatively displays 
how “song,” as intimate and improvisational, 
bypasses the biopolitics that render certain 

forms of suffering invisible. While 
biopolitical care counts life and counts on 
death, “song” does not reduce life or death 
to simple arithmetic. Instead, “song” 
recognizes how, for Inuit youth, suicide does 
not necessarily instantiate a desire to die 
but rather a “desire to belong differently to 
the world” (p. 173). In other words, “song” 
allows that to be alive is not necessarily to 
be living, that there is more to “life beside 
itself.”  
 Overall, Life Beside Itself offers a 
valuable analysis of how colonial histories 
affect present modes of care in the 
Canadian Arctic on registers both 
biopolitical and psychic. While Stevenson 
takes up issues of identity, knowledge, and 
the body that are especially useful for 
anthropologists thinking about innovative 
modes of care, readers interested in 
experimental ethnographic writing will also 
find her book thought-provoking for its 
inventive, even if occasionally lopsided, 
weaving together of theory and 
ethnography.  
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