Beginnings
What makes an effective beginning?
Something that catches the reader’s interest.
Wait until the writing process is underway to write the introduction – many of you have
changed and modified your paper. So, now is the time.
Also, you can COMBINE some of these techniques.
1. Anecdote – your own or someone else’s.
Do Sidewalks Talk? by Claire Stanford
The other day, walking down my street in West Hollywood, I came across a square of
freshly poured sidewalk. The city maintenance crew was no longer there, the only human
trace a perimeter of yellow tape, staked around the fresh concrete as a warning. Soon, the
sidewalk would dry to a bone-breaking hardness. But for a few hours, it was wet and
malleable, vulnerable to paw prints and lovers’ initials and the imprint of the leaves falling
from the gingko tree overhead. As I stood looking down at the wet cement, I felt an almost
overwhelming urge to mark it in some way of my own. But before I had decided what my
mark might be, the urge passed, and I moved on, leaving it — for the moment — as virginal
and pure as I had found it.
The Beast Within: The Imperial Legacy of Vaccination in History and Literature by
me (attached)
Hands tell a lot about people. The hand pictured here (Figure 1), an engraving published in
Britain in 1798, seems especially telling. It appears today, just as it must have to viewers of
that era, strangely embodied, as if one could tell from its graceful arch, its refined
whiteness, and its seeming gesture, who it might belong to. In fact, to the British of the
early nineteenth century, it would have been clear from the three marks, as round as little
globes, that this was not the hand of a gentlewoman but that of a dairy maid who had been
infected with the common disease called “cowpox.” This hand, in particular, belonged to
Sarah Nelmes and, paradoxically, it carried both the blessing of world health and the curse
of Western imperialism in its elegant grasp. Nelmes’s hand appeared in Edward Jenner’s
1798 treatise An Inquiry into The Causes and Effects of the Variolae Vaccinae, A Disease
Discovered in Some of the Western Counties of England … and known by the name of The Cow
Pox.
The Emancipation of Slaves in the Colonies by me (combines historical anecdote with
statistics)
One Monday in August of 1823, the well-established British plantocracy in Demerara, South
America, was over-taken by some 30,000-rebel slaves.1 It started on the Le Resouvenir and
Success plantations, two estates that formed a triangle with the London Missionary

Society's chapel under the parsonage of John Smith. In no time, the uprising spread across
fifty estates, covering most of the land between Demerara's two major coastal cities,
Georgetown and Mahaica. Some whites escaped to these cities for protection, but others
were placed in the stocks. The slaves, that is, did not enact the rebellion with violence, but
in a more symbolic way: they turned the whites into the criminals by placing them in the
very stocks that the planters regularly used to hold the slaves themselves. The whites,
however, within hours saw the uprising as blatant evidence of what would take place if
slaves were allowed even the slightest bit of freedom. The Demerara plantocracy
immediately declared martial law and, with an approach that was as violent as the uprising
had been non-violent, the planters killed over a hundred slaves, set fire to their huts, and
sentenced the rest to 1,000 lashes or a life of hard labour in chain gangs.
2. Dialogue or Quotation (NEVER DICTIONARY DEFINITION)
Quotation (mine)
“We learn from history as much as a rabbit learns from an experiment that's performed
upon it,” the German writer W.G. Sebald said in his book Austerlitz.2 But is this true? Do we
learn from history, as the saying goes, or is history an experiment being performed upon
unwitting human beings? I set out to test the this hypothesis through the great historical
moments of my own lifetime, which began in 1960.
Conclusion
Sebald’s quotation about history as experiment, about humans as rabbits, is uttered by his
character Austerlitz, a Prague Jew whose identity was stripped from him when he was put
on the Kindertransport and sent to England. The sad tales of these Jewish children,
combined with the terrible experiments performed on Jews in concentration camps,
account for some of the narrator’s sentiments. As I’ve shown in this paper, history does
repeat itself. But as I’ve also demonstrated, history does teach us on a collective level.
Dialogue (mine)
“What did you dream about last night?” my husband always asks me over morning coffee.
Usually I can recall one strange image, a pink lake in the mountain, my ability to fly or read
minds (we are always much smarter and more clever in dreams than in real live). But last
Sunday I launched into a fully formed story. “I was in Canada next to an airplane hangar,” I
said. …
3. Facts and statistics artfully arranged
School Funding and School Choice
The latest US Census shows that 75% of the population identifies as Christian, yet only 12%
sent their children to religious schools. The main factor distinguishing schools is funding.
Public schools are financed by the state whereas private schools are funded by religious
organizations, private grants, and tuition. Take my hometown of Moscow, Idaho…

(adapted from https://clareseltcompendium.wordpress.com/2014/07/29/introductoryparagraphs-how-to-teach-and-write-them/)
4. Generalizations - If you start out by defining terms, DO NOT use a dictionary
definition!
Traveling in Wilderness by me for Cambridge History of Travel Writing
The proliferation of academic work on travel writing, on the concept of wilderness, and on
nature writing notwithstanding, few scholars have looked at wilderness and travel writing
in a sustained way. In order to survey the topic, it is helpful to distinguish between ‘wild’
and ‘wilderness’, and one good starting place is in the United States, where lands are set
aside and managed by federal agencies to be ‘the last little places where intrinsic nature
totally wails, blooms, nests, glints away’, in the words of ecopoet Gary Snyder.3 Those lands
are protected under the Wilderness Act of 1964, whose most oft-quoted passage reads:
A wilderness, in contrast with those areas where man and his own works dominate
the landscape, is hereby recognized as an area where the earth and its community of
life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor who does not remain.4
The Act gives the term ‘wilderness’ an important political history. But it also has a rich
linguistic genealogy. Scholars trace the word to Old English wilde, meaning untamed, and
déor, beast. In keeping with this etymology, historian Roderick Nash argues that wilderness
originally meant a place for untamed beasts, and he locates the term in the Old English
poem Beowulf, the tale of a young warrior who saves the Danes from the terror and
destruction spread by the monster Grendel. Nash and others believe that the poem is a
founding text for understanding wilderness spaces.
The human voice and the texture of experience by Anne Karpf (attached)
The explosion of oral history in the 1960s and 1970s seemed to represent a new way of
doing history. It took the historian out of the library and archive, and into the community,
the workplace and the home. It opened up new spheres of inquiry into hitherto neglected
realms of experience. And, by recording aspects of human life that had fallen outside the
purview of classical historians, it also made visible structural social relations and
challenged them. However, this article argues, in their tendency to treat the human voice as
an invaluable new source rather than as a resource in itself, oral historians have failed to
fully exploit the richness of their medium. While it has become a cliché of oral history that
it 'gives voice to the voiceless', the rush to transcribe oral recordings that has been such a
significant feature of oral history practice over the past half-century has often
simultaneously silenced these voices. We may, though, be entering an era in which the
voice re-sounds.

Conclusions
Summarize, but more than that the conclusion should do one of the following:
• inspire readers to further thinking,
• give readers call to action
• indicate what other work is needed in the field
• return to the beginning by using key words, phrases or ideas (see “framing”
attached)
• offer a surprise that strongly supports the thesis

From Jeff Jones, Writing for the Reader
Openings
Readers are fickle and a strong opening is vital. That said, you don’t want to promise
something then not deliver. The best opening engages the story’s central concern while
also showing a command of language. Think analytically about what type of opening is best.
Consider these four strategies:
1) The “W’s” opening – stating up front who and what the piece is about, where and when
it takes place, and/or why it was written.
2) The in media res (in the middle of the action) opening – jumping right into the middle of
a scene and engaging your reader with action and dialogue that might not make immediate
sense but will resolve within a few paragraphs into a comprehensible storyline.
3) Setting – similar to an establishing shot in film, this type of opening uses a description of
the setting to orient the reader to the place where at least some of the action will occur.
4) The meditative opening – ruminating on an idea or memory in a way that engages the
reader immediately in the character’s or narrator’s thoughts.
By no means is this list exhaustive, but one thing good openings share is intentionality, the
promise that something interesting is unfolding.
Examples
1) W’s – “In 1960, on one of the hottest June days on record, I went with my family to watch
the Grand Floral Parade of Portland’s annual Rose Festival.” –David James Duncan, “Rose
Vegetables”
2) In media res – “Long Tongue, The Blues Merchant, strolls on stage. His guitar rides
sidesaddle against his hip.”
–Jerome Washington, “The Blues Merchant”
3) Setting – “This is where Scotland’s dream was dashed. Windswept moor, purple with
blooming heather. Bog land. Our shoes keep sinking into watery peat.” –Judith Kitchen,
“Culloden”
4) Meditative – “George Orwell wrote an essay called ‘How the Poor Die’ about his
experience in the public ward of a Paris hospital during his lean years. I happened to read it
not long ago…”
–Tobias Wolff, “Last Shot”
See Additional Exercises: X11, X12, X14, X15, X22, X24

X11. Look at several openings of published work and identify the type of opening
(probably one of the four listed in “Openings”). Find the most compelling and imitate its
structure in an opening of your own.
X12. Write the first two pages of a new work, using, “The sky…” as your first two
words. Even though you are only generating the very beginning, the opening should
suggest that there’s much more to come. By the end of two pages we should already be
rooting for the main character or narrator in some way. And we should have a sense of
setting.
X14. Consider this list, from Julie Pratt, of things that engage a reader: mystery, menace,
oddness, familiarity, humor, provocation. Choose one and draft an opening to a new
piece.
X15. Note that where and how you begin a first draft may not end up being the best
opening for the final version. Take a draft of something you’re working on, identify its
“type” of opening (see “Openings”), then write a new opening of a different type.
X22. Find a song that strikes an emotional chord. For this prompt, resist the urge to
freewrite right away. Instead, listen to the song over and over until it triggers a memory
or narrative that matches the song’s mood. Then, while still listening, begin to draft this
new work. Fill at least two pages.
X24. Find an online image generator and use a random image as a prompt.
My instinct tells me that at the end of a story or a novel, I must artfully concentrate for
the reader an impression of the entire work, and therefore must casually mention
something about those whom I have already presented.
Anton Chekhov
Endings and Power Points
Hitchcock supposedly had every aspect of his films so closely thought out that he claimed
the actual filming of them was tedious. It’d certainly be nice not to touch a pen to paper
until the ending is known; however, more often than not, the writer doesn’t have that
luxury. We have to write into the unknown until we discover the ending, and only then can
we return to the earlier parts and shape them so that the piece works as a complete and
efficient whole.
That said, written narratives have several endings—to sentences, paragraphs, and
sections—and each ending presents an opportunity. Good writers are attuned to these
power points. Two especially prominent power points that occur in every prose piece
include: 1) the end of the first paragraph; and 2) the very last word of the piece.
W.B. Yeats famously said that “a poem comes right with a click like a closing box.” In prose
this happens most often with something concrete. Debra Spark says, “When we think of
effective closings, we think of a resonant final image or a powerful thought or a ‘killer’ line.
Or we think of some combination of these three.”

Examples
And still the warm round peach pie and the cool yellow cream we ate together that August
night live in our hearts’ palates, succulent, secret, delicious.
M.F.K. Fisher, “A Thing Shared”
And it seemed as though in a little while the solution would be found, and then a new and
splendid life would begin; and it was clear to both of them that they had still a long, long
road before them, and that the most complicated and difficult part was only just beginning.
Chekhov, “The Lady with the Dog”
Practice
A. Look at Fisher’s example above. Here, she refers back to an important sensory image—
eating a peach pie with her father— developed earlier in the piece. Freewrite an ending by
hearkening back to a sensory image from your piece.
B. Rework an ending using a freeze-frame description of the setting. That is, stop or

slow the action of your final scene and simply take inventory of the objects or
landmarks in that place. Settle the essay’s lens on a final, resonant object and end
there.
X21. Toni Morrison ends her novel Sula on a sound:
“O Lord, Sula,” she cried, “girl, girl, girlgirlgirl.”
It was a fine cry—loud and long—but it had no bottom and it had no top,
just circles and circles of sorrow.
In this vein, write an ending to your essay relying on the close description of a
sound.
From Jeff Jones, Writing for the Reader
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07BV5GKJ9?ref_=cm_sw_r_kb_dp_8XcOFbJMEZNS9&tag=k
pembed-20&linkCode=kpe

The Beast Within: The Imperial Legacy of
Vaccination in History and Literature
Debbie Lee Washington State University
Tim Fulford Nottingham Trent University

Jenner and the Origins of Vaccination’s Empire
Hands tell a lot about people. The hand pictured here (Figure 1), an engraving published in Britain in 1798, seems especially telling. It appears today,
just as it must have to viewers of that era, strangely embodied, as if one could
tell from its graceful arch, its refined whiteness, and its seeming gesture, who
it might belong to. In fact, to the British of the early nineteenth century, it
would have been clear from the three marks, as round as little globes, that this
was not the hand of a gentlewoman but that of a dairy maid who had been
infected with the common disease called ‘cowpox’. This hand, in particular,
belonged to Sarah Nelmes and, paradoxically, it carried both the blessing of
world health and the curse of Western imperialism in its elegant grasp.

Figure 1 The hand of Sarah Nelmes, printed in Edward Jenner’s 1798 An Inquiry into
the Causes and Effects of the Variolae Vaccinae. By permission of the Jenner Museum,
Berkeley.
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Nelmes’s hand appeared in Edward Jenner’s 1798 treatise An Inquiry into
The Causes and Effects of the Variolae Vaccinae, A Disease Discovered in
Some of the Western Counties of England … and known by the name of The
Cow Pox.1 Jenner’s Inquiry was beautiful in its simplicity. It came from the
bodies of those who worked in the English countryside. Just over seventy
pages in length, it presented a series of stories about dairy maids, farm hands,
paupers, and manservants whose daily, pastoral activities brought them in
touch with cows and cowpox, and thus made them immune to smallpox.
The most important case in the Inquiry was that of Nelmes. Jenner had
noticed that dairy maids had something the general population lacked: beautiful skin. In this time, everyone knew that smallpox epidemics left their victims either dead with broken pustules oozing bodily fluids, or living for the
rest of their lives blind with severely disfigured skin.2 People also knew that
dairy maids caught cowpox.3 To Jenner (and others), the maids’ beautiful
skin was evidence that cowpox gave them some protection against smallpox.
Nelmes just happened to be around when Jenner conducted his most crucial
experiment. Since she had, he reported, just been ‘infected with matter’ from
one of ‘her master’s cows’, an otherwise harmless beast named Blossom, he
inserted her cowpox into the arm of ‘a healthy boy, about eight years old’.4
The boy barely took sick and was thereafter immune to smallpox, confirming Jenner’s hunch: cowpox prevented smallpox.

Figure 2 ‘Blossom’, the cow from whom Sarah Nelmes contracted cowpox, which
became the crux of Jenner’s vaccination breakthrough. By permission of the Jenner
Museum, Berkeley.
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Imperial Legacy of Vaccination
As it turned out, this revolutionary work on smallpox by a provincial
British doctor made a breakthrough in epidemiology that changed the course
of medicine – and history.5 Jenner, however, did not adequately understand
the process by which vaccination worked. It was Louis Pasteur, a century
later, who theorised and extended Jenner’s discovery to make vaccination
applicable to diseases other than smallpox, but Pasteur named the process
after Jenner’s work: ‘vaccination’, meaning ‘from cows’. One of the quaint
ironies of epidemiology, and this one seems almost poetic in view of presentday fears of B.S.E., is that we derive our technology for fighting terrifying
pandemics and threats of biological warfare from the diseased udders of a
humble beast (Figure 2). Vaccination, which spread from a Gloucestershire
farm to cover the whole world, protected people by infecting them with animal disease, making the hope of world health dependent on the mark of the
beast.
When Jenner realised the importance of his discovery, he wasted no time
in transporting it to both the nation and the world. As early as 1803, he
hoped ‘soon to see Societies form’d throughout the Empire for the Extermination of the Smallpox, cooperating with that which we hope soon to see in
full & effective action’ in Britain itself.6 Naturally, he began his proselytising
first at home. He submitted details of his discovery to the Royal Society,
which refused to publish them in its Transactions.7 Unfazed – Jenner was a
man of excessive self-confidence – he published the Inquiry himself. Jenner
knew well that he somehow needed to have his idea accepted by royalty and
aristocracy, Britain’s prime movers. The more solid the systems of hierarchy
and power, the more likely he would be able to transmit his vaccination to
mass populations.
After publication, Jenner demonstrated his discovery to the local aristocracy whom he knew had connections to power and patronage. In 1800,
based on Jenner’s prompting, the Earl of Lonsdale, one of the most powerful landowners in the country, ordered the vaccination of all the tenants in
his estate village. In a matter of months, Jenner was presented to the King
and his two sons, the Prince of Wales and the Duke of York. He was also
received by the Queen whose eighth son had died of smallpox, and he later
vaccinated the adopted boy of Princess Caroline. Patronage by the powerful
worked. By 1803 the Royal Jennerian Society was established. The King and
Queen were patrons. The Prime Minister, the Archbishop of Canterbury and
the President of the Royal Society were Vice-Presidents. To top it off,
Britain’s two most powerful financial institutions, the Corporation of London and the East India Company, funded it.
Royalty and aristocracy headed fairly rigid systems of power, but an even
better structure for Jenner’s vaccination purposes was the military. Even
before he sought royal patronage, in fact, Jenner had imagined vaccination
in military terms, fighting smallpox, ‘that formidable foe to health’.8 Jenner’s
patrons responded to his vision, for it was in the military that they had the
3
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most direct authority. The Duke of York and the Prince of Wales ordered the
vaccination of the army and navy as part of reforms designed to impose mass
hygiene on the ranks.9 The military, which played a fundamental role in
Britain’s latest colonisation efforts, turned out to be Jenner’s most important
vaccination vehicle. For Britain wasted no time in using the military to
spread vaccination to the colonies, to Gibraltar and Malta in 1800, then to
Ceylon, India, Canada, Africa and the West Indies. In 1803, to take just one
example, vaccine was dispatched on the India-bound H.M.S. Wyndham and
Walpole with a detachment of the Royal Artillery.10 Vaccine, soldiers, and
guns: from the start Jenner’s remedy for the disease that plagued Britain’s
colonies was carried along with Britain’s somewhat grimmer antidote to
colonial rebellion. Jenner congratulated himself and ‘all lovers of the Vaccine, on the introduction of our little Pearl into India’.11 Ironically enough, a
remedy that had begun at the bottom, in the bodies of beasts and peasants,
was now spread from the top down, from royalty to aristocracy, from aristocracy to their tenants and from the military to colonial subjects.
Romanticising Cow Medicine
Just as Jenner was congratulating himself on vaccination’s introduction into
the empire, he was supervising a publicity drive designed to give it universal
popularity. He and his allies, in a departure from eighteenth-century scientific practice, used the newly popular journals and reviews to seek validation
of his discovery from the reading public.12 And they used what was agreed to
be the loftiest literary genre to give vaccination status. The ode gave Jenner’s
medicine the heroic role of saviour of the world. There was Christopher
Anstey’s ‘Ode to Jenner’ (1804: translated from the Latin by Jenner’s chief
publicist, John Ring). There was John Williams’s ‘Ode to the Discoverer of
Vaccination’ (1810: published with Jenner’s encouragement).13 As the era
progressed, Jenner ensured that poetry gave the vaccination campaign the
boost it needed to move in the public mind from cow medicine to romantic
cure and thus from national bodies to international ones. In 1811, Coleridge
wrote a letter to Jenner advising him that vaccination was just the stuff of
powerful poetry.14 The topic, he said, was ‘capable in the highest degree of
being poetically treated, according to our divine bard’s own definition of
poetry as “simple, sensuous, and impassioned”’.15 By calling on Milton,
Coleridge effectively drew an analogy between Paradise Lost and vaccination
as paradise regained, not just for England, but for the world.
Jenner, alert to poetry’s publicity value, welcomed Coleridge’s offer. But
the indolent Coleridge never did end up writing a cowpox poem. Two of his
fellow Romantic poets did – Robert Bloomfield and Robert Southey (the
Poet Laureate). Bloomfield, working with Jenner’s encouragement and
supervision, wrote in ‘Good Tidings, or News from the Farm’ (1804) of the
transcendent ‘fragrance of the heifer’s breath’.16 Granting transcendence to
4
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the ‘heifer’s breath’ seems almost laughable, but Bloomfield was perfectly
serious. This is the voice of a politically and socially conscious literate class
who were well aware that Jenner had made a brilliant medical discovery in
the body of the cow. ‘May that dear fragrance’, Bloomfield continued,
… as it floats along
O’er ev’ry flow’r that lives in rustic song;
May all the sweets of meadows and of kine
Embalm, O Health! This offering at thy shrine. (91–94)

Robert Southey, who like Coleridge was fascinated with the relationship
between imperialism, disease, and imagination, told in his poem ‘A Tale of
Paraguay’ (1825) how ‘this hideous malady … lost its power / When Jenner’s
art the dire contagion stayed’.17 Southey called smallpox the ‘scourge’ of ‘the
West’, locating the origin of the disease in Africa.18 Smallpox was Africa’s
revenge.19 It had been sent forth to rebuke Britain for its brutish enslavement
of native peoples, a sin that Jenner had atoned for. Southey wrote:
Jenner! Forever shall thy honored name
Among the children of mankind be blest,
Who by thy skill hast taught us how to tame
One dire disease, the lamentable pest
Which Africa sent forth to scourge the West
As if in vengeance for her sable brood
So many an age remorselessly repressed. (Canto 1, stanza 1)

Christopher Anstey, in his ‘Ode to Jenner’, extended the national link
between smallpox and British identity. He equated epidemics with the
‘downfall of the [British] state’, which (as in Southey’s poem) put Jenner in
the position of heroic restorer of the nation. But Anstey also viewed other
kinds of military invasion – specifically Napoleonic imperialism – as epidemic. Jenner’s ‘protection’, he wrote:
… but retards our fate
If France pursues her infamous career,
To spread the pest of her dominion here;
And if the blood of innocence must flow;
To grace the triumphs of a Gallic foe?20

Jenner’s imperial victory over smallpox must, Anstey argued, be duplicated
by a successful war against French expansionism – an argument vindicated
when Nelson’s fleet, newly armed with vaccine to protect its sailors,
destroyed Napoleon’s imperial navy at Trafalgar.
For his part, Bloomfield (who in the early years of the nineteenth century
was far more popular among the reading classes than Wordsworth,
5
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Coleridge, or Southey) linked vaccination and imperialism in similar Romantic terms. Jenner cured bodies, but he also cured all the ills of British commercial imperialism. Here is what Bloomfield had to say about India:
Where India’s swarthy millions crowd the strand,
And round that isle, which crowns their pointed land,
Speeds the good angel with the balmy breath,
And checks the dreadful tyranny of death:
Whate’er we hear to hurt the peace of life,
Of Candian21 treachery and British strife,
The sword of commerce, nations bought and sold,
They owe to England more than mines of gold;
England has sent a balm for private woe;
England strikes down the nation’s bitterest foe.
(‘Good Tidings’, 303–12)

John Williams agreed; his ‘Ode to the Discoverer of Vaccination’, showed
Jenner doing God’s work, creating an empire of health. Women of the world
should, Williams concluded, unite in thanking Jenner for saving their beauty:
now with philanthropic mind
He promulgates to all mankind
That Indian maid or female Us
May share the same sweet joy with us.
May the fair, then, give with me
Thanks, O Jenner, thanks to thee.22

What poetry helped do is solidify the image of vaccination as saviour of public health and of Jenner as imperial hero – both against Napoleon and for ailing millions in the colonies. Poetry established a neat metamorphosis from
heifer to hero. The lowly British beast, exalted by Jenner’s transforming
science, would atone for the sins of the nation’s past and then bless that
nation to go forward guilt-free into the imperial future.
The language of Jenner’s poets was embraced by the rulers of Britain’s
empire, for in the real world of trying to control native populations, vaccination romanticised gave the British the ability to portray their colonial rule
as a blessing. In India, for instance, Governor General Richard Wellesley,
who was responsible for vastly extending British territories through military
conquest, said vaccination would ‘have a salutary effect on the native’ by
showing that their government was ‘administered’ on ‘enlightened’ principles.23 Another British agent in India claimed it would bring ‘good will from
the people’24 and the Governor of Madras predicted vaccination would
‘bring an increase to the population and to the prosperity of the [East India]
Company’s territories in an incalculable ratio’.25 Jenner’s chief publicist at
the time claimed that Jenner had turned imperialism from a threatening to a
6
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benevolent force in world politics: ‘While our countrymen thus kindle the
lamp of science in every clime, and shed the blessings of health and happiness around, they maintain the honour of Britain; who has rendered herself
illustrious, by her achievements in the arts as well as arms’.26 Britain’s
achievement in ‘arms’ – in both senses of that word – would, it appeared, create a stable and civilised empire in the colonies as it did in Britain itself.
Mad Cows
Appearances can be deceptive, and Jenner’s propaganda met resistance. Vaccination provoked anxiety because it differed in striking and disturbing ways
from other medical advances: it made people sick to make them well. In
doing so, it penetrated the human body with matter derived from the bodies
of diseased beasts.
By the end of the eighteenth century, one of the agreed markers of gentlemanliness was one’s distance from beasts. Cowper, the most popular poet of
the period, portrayed the civilised man as one who was sheltered in domestic comfort. Leisured and insulated from the outdoors, he was contrasted
with the shepherd and the waggoner, peasants defined by their contact with

Figure 3 James Gilray’s 1802 cartoon, ‘The wonderful effects of the New Inoculation’. By permission of the Jenner Museum, Berkeley.
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animals.27 Wordsworth, of course, focused on shepherds and waggoners in
his poetry, but met hostility and incomprehension from reviewers and readers who failed to see how gentlemen and women could learn conduct from
peasants who reeked of the stable and the cowshed.28 Jenner, however, practised a still more direct infusion of animal matter into the ‘civilised’ world
and this violated the taboos of civility which gentlemen defined themselves
against. He was rubbing gentlefolk’s noses in the ‘dirt’ that hygiene could not
clean up – the ‘dirt’ of their bodily similarity not only to peasants but to
beasts.29 At least it seemed so to Jenner’s critics, who made fears of the British
turning wildly brutish central to their opposition to him. In 1802, James Gillray graphically illustrated fear of ‘the beast within’ in his cartoon ‘The wonderful effects of the New Inoculation’ (Figure 3). Here, one poor vaccination
victim – possibly a horrified Nelmes – grows a giant cowpox pustule from the
right side of her face. Vaccination turns from medical miracle to wild orgy of
transformation, as a shifty-eyed Jenner administers the variolae vaccinae to
peasant patients who then sprout cows from their limbs, buttocks, mouths
and ears. Satanic horns erupt through the skull of another. The cartoon finds
a graphic language to voice the widely shared anxieties about the power of
the new science in an increasingly assertive medical profession.30 Dr Jenner
and his allies, like the later Dr Frankenstein and Dr Jekyll, metamorphosise
men into hybrids – a sort of turning inside out of ‘normal’ Britons – into
grotesque miscreations who wear their animal madness on the outside
instead of hidden deep in their dark hearts.31
Gillray was not the only one to reveal Britons’ fear that vaccination would
bring their animality out of the closet. In fact, many doctors were alarmed by
Jenner’s science in part because it reminded them of other scientific innovations that placed humans alongside beasts. William Rowley, for instance,
attacked Jenner for infecting the medical profession with cow-pox madness.
Vaccination was simply the latest in a series of corrupt medical practices.
Already ‘electricity and galvanism mad’, Rowley said, doctors were betraying their profession by endorsing science that made people like cows. Jenner’s medicine was akin to the ‘fanciful and extravagant celestial visions’ of
the ‘illuminati’ (the mystical secret society suspected of fomenting political
revolution).32
Like vaccination, galvanism was indeed the latest craze in medical
advances. And like vaccination, it played with the medical power of the cow.
One of the principal galvanism wizards of the time was Giovanni Aldini, who
had come to London in 1803 to carry out public demonstrations of this
strange science using the bodies of cows and criminals. ‘Galvanism’, Aldini
claimed, ‘is not owing to the communication nor the transfusion of the general electricity, but to an electricity peculiar to animals, which acts a very distinguished part in animal economy’.33 Aldini believed that the bodies of
animals were like gigantic electric batteries that could re-charge or reanimate
dead things. In his first experiments he transferred this energy from animal
8
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to animal. ‘Having provided the trunk of a calf’, he wrote, ‘I conveyed the
arc from the muscles of the abdomen to the spinal marrow of a frog. The frog
seemed much affected, and the contractions were exceedingly violent when
the arc was composed of a chain of different persons, united together by the
hands moistened with salt water’.34
This was eerie enough, but what worried Rowley and others like him was
the way Aldini used animals to animate people. ‘I made the same observations on the body of a man as I had before made on the head and trunk of an
ox’, Aldini reported. ‘Having obtained the body of an executed criminal, I
formed an arc from the spinal marrow to the muscles, a prepared frog being
placed between, and always obtained strong contractions’ (Figure 4).35 Mary
Shelley, who had read Aldini, took these experiments to their fictional
extreme in Frankenstein: cows and criminality in the hands of these
promethean medical men had monstrous results. This is exactly how Rowley
felt about Jenner’s experiments. But Rowley’s equivalent of Frankenstein’s
monster was, he believed, a matter of fact. He claimed to have treated a boy
who, after being vaccinated, ‘seemed to be in a state of transforming, and
assuming the visage of a cow’.36 This ‘ox-faced boy’, pictured in close-up at
the beginning of Rowley’s text, became a graphic warning of the dangers of
the new science (Figure 5).

Figure 4 The head and trunk of an ox, one of the crucial experiments of Giovanni
Aldini, from his 1803 An Account of the Late Improvements in Galvanism. By permission of the British Library.
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Figure 5 The ‘ox-faced boy’, a picture from William Rowley’s 1805 Cow-pox Inoculation no security against small-pox infection. By permission of the British Library.

Rowley was part of a noisy campaign against Jenner led by Dr Benjamin
Moseley, former surgeon to several powerful politicians of the time.37 Moseley argued that vaccination could cause ‘cow mania’, and in this sense he
articulated an earlier version of the present day fear of B.S.E., or Mad Cow
Disease. ‘Though I am ready to admit that the Cow-pox is not contagious’,
he wrote, ‘yet I know the Cow Mania is; and that the malady, whether arising from empty ventricles of the brain, or from the excessive thickness of the
os frontis, makes them distempered, to men not steeled against the infirmities of his fellow creatures, more objects of pity than of resentment’.38
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Moseley adopted the position portrayed by Gillray’s cartoon, that vaccination would turn patients into beasts. ‘Owing to vaccination’, Moseley
wrote, ‘the British ladies might wander in the fields to receive the embraces
of the bull’.39 This was the comment of someone uneasy about a link between
sexuality and beasts. Sexuality was an animal part of humanity that eighteenth and nineteenth century civilisation was deeply anxious about – particularly, at this time, women’s sexuality.40 For Moseley, being injected with
matter from cows brought that sexuality into the open. As a result of vaccination, the bestial nature of women’s desire led them to acts of animal madness: they mated with bulls. ‘Can any person’, Moseley went on, ‘say what
may be the consequences of introducing a bestial humour into the human
frame, after a long lapse of years? Who knows, besides, what ideas may arise,
in the course of time, from a brutal fever having excited its incongruous
impression on the brain? Who knows, also, that the human character may
undergo strange mutations from quadruped sympathy; and that some modern Pasiphae may rival the fables of old?’ Moseley’s readers would not have
to be reminded that, in Greek legend, the gods caused Queen Pasiphae to
make love to a bull and give birth to the minotaur, a monster with the body
of a human and the head of a bull. Obviously, Moseley’s invocation of this
myth was meant to suggest that sexuality, power, and beasts would have
monstrous results.
Moseley’s account of ‘The Holles Street Case’ was perhaps an even more
suggestive example of what vaccination could reveal about the bullish state
of the British constitution because it implied that bestiality was indeed
already part of being human. In this case, a nine month old boy who had
been vaccinated began to grow ‘on his back and loins patches of hair, not
resembling his own hair, for that was of a light colour, but brown, and of the
same length and quality as that of a cow’.41 This hysteric account resembles
Gillray’s cartoon, but the transformation here is more terrifying because less
grotesque. It is more believable. It takes an outward feature that we humans
have in common with cattle – hair – and uses this feature to turn us from
human to beast.
Moseley’s language was excessive, but it had its origin in elements of Jenner’s own science. The Inquiry into the Causes and Effects of the Variolae
Vaccinae began by assuming a necessary relationship between humans and
animals. ‘The wolf, disarmed of ferocity’, Jenner observed, had degenerated
into the domesticated dog, often ‘pillowed in the lady’s lap’.42 Such unnatural intimacy between the human and the animal made humans susceptible
to a wide variety of animal diseases. This susceptibility had its benefits: it
allowed cowpox to infect humans and so protect them against smallpox. Yet
it also raised the spectre of humans losing their status as separate from and
superior to animals. Sharing diseases and thus sharing constitutions might
result in long-term degeneration. Animals, after all, mutated through crossbreeding to inferior versions of their former selves. Humans, likewise,
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through a sort of unnatural crossbreeding with external influences, were in a
constant state of ‘deviation’ from their original state. Among the causes of
human degeneration, Jenner included the association with ‘a great number
of animals’.43
Relations between species were crucial issues in the new scientific discipline in which Jenner had been trained. He had been the first pupil of Dr
John Hunter, the surgeon and comparative anatomist. After moving back to
the West Country, he continued to send specimens to Hunter for anatomical experimentation.44 Hunter wanted to establish an overall account of
species based on the clinical demonstration of their organic and anatomical
similarities and differences. The Hunterian museum, in which Hunter exhibited his collection, demonstrated his aims in its arrangement of specimens:
Mr. Hunter’s system begins with animals that have nothing analogous to a
circulation; then follow others which have some approach towards one; and
afterwards animals in which it is distinct; and so on through all the complications which lead by almost imperceptible steps to man, in whom the heart
is the most compounded.
All the organs of an animal body are arranged in distinct series, beginning
with the most simple state in which each organ is met with in nature, and
following it through all the variations in which it appear in more complex
animals.45

Comparative anatomy became controversial because it demonstrated
man’s kinship with animals – particularly apes. In the later nineteenth-century Hunter was suspected of embracing the idea of evolution.46 When his
contemporary Erasmus Darwin expressed the idea explicitly in 1800, he
found his morals and politics under vicious attack.47
Jenner did not embrace such radical views, but the language of the Inquiry
brought them to mind anyway. ‘Degeneration’ and ‘deviation’ were charged
terms; the German comparative anatomist J. F. Blumenbach argued that man
had degenerated from the Adamic original.48 And some races had degenerated more than others: blacks more than whites. The Negro, it was agreed,
was more animal-like than the Caucasian.49 Cross-breeding, as Jenner argued
about animals, produced further degeneration. People of mixed race, it followed, were likely to be inferior to pure Caucasians. Cross-breeding threatened to lower Caucasians, by degrees, towards their ape-like black cousins.50
Natural historians used cross-breeding as a key test. After Buffon, it was
regarded as a way of distinguishing species.51 If the offspring was always
infertile, then it could be assumed that the parents were of different species.
The mule showed the horse and donkey to be distinct. This theory got truly
strange in the work of extreme racists. Unwilling to contemplate the mixing
of whites and blacks, they applied the argument to people. Charles White
and Edward Long, for instance, argued that black people were a different
12
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species from whites, and claimed as evidence the supposed ‘fact’ that mixedrace people were infertile.52 Benjamin Moseley, who was, like Long, an
inhabitant of Jamaica and apologist for the plantation system, called Long
‘the father of correct English-West-Indian literature’.53
For Moseley, Jenner’s Inquiry, like comparative anatomy, threatened to
undo the bodily distinctness upon which Long’s arguments were founded. If
animals were similar enough for their diseases to breed and spread in
humans, then different races of men could hardly be organically separate,
whether or not they were of the same species. And so it was no coincidence
that Moseley portrayed vaccination in the figure of Pasiphae mating with the
bull. For him vaccination was an all-too successful form of cross-breeding. It
was an intercourse issuing in an offspring that was monstrous because it was
fertile evidence that whites were not constitutionally different from blacks
and from the beasts whom blacks resembled.
Moseley and Long had reasons for their need to make blacks and beasts
different from whites. In the West Indian plantations where they had developed their thought, slaveholders had a vested interest in arguing that ‘their’
blacks were not fully human. In most plantation account books that have
come down to us today, slaves and cattle were listed as pieces of property,
side by side. Moseley himself associated slaves with animals.54 Cow-like vaccination patients reminded him of the ‘distortions from that terrible distemper, the yaws, in the African race, where there has been the resemblance of
various animals’.55 In parliament, William Wilberforce told the British that
the Negro slaves were ‘driven at their work like brute animals. Lower than
this it is scarcely possible for man to be depressed by man’.56 Thomas Clarkson also argued that West Indian planters thought of their slaves as the ‘offspring of cattle’.57 As Coleridge pointed out, thinking of blacks as beast-like
made it easier to exploit and abuse them.58 So it was not simply fear of being
infected with cattle that sent shivers up Moseley’s spine and obsessed his supporters, but the fear of discovering that they shared a common humanity
with the slaves whom they wanted to believe to be bestial and inhuman.
Colonial Resistance
Benjamin Moseley had acquired his resistance to vaccination in the colonies
and it was in the colonies that further resistance to it broke out. In India,
high-caste Brahmins mirrored Moseley’s anxiety about unclean bodies. They
too feared that vaccination would link their bodies to those at the bottom of
the social hierarchy – not to black slaves but to low-caste children, from
whose arms serum was often obtained.
While contact with ‘untouchables’ threatened caste, ingesting matter from
cows raised the spectre of breaking Hindu and Buddhist prohibitions about
killing and eating animals. Vaccination actually threatened to be a doublytabooed practice. The British were able to claim the vaccination did not
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involve the death of holy cattle, but Indians still resisted contamination. Like
Moseley and his followers, the Tamils of southern India linked vaccination
to Mad Cow Disease. Mooperal Streenivaschery, a Brahmin who supported
vaccination, wrote to the East India Company’s doctor in the early 1800s.
Streenivaschery said that for the practice to succeed, ‘it might be useful to
remove a prejudice in the minds of the people, arising from the term cowpox, being taken literally in our Tamul tongue; whereas there can be no
doubt that it has been a drop of nectar from the exuberant udders of the cows
in England, and no way similar to the humour discharged from the tongue
and feet of diseased cattle in this country’.59
But changing the name was not quite enough. In the eyes of other Indians,
the marks vaccinators left in patients’ arms were emblems of colonial rule.
One Indian vaccinator reported being ‘impeded in his progress by an old
woman, who attempted to persuade the people that this was to be the means
of enslaving them, and that they would be known by the mark in the arm,
which she termed “The Company’s chop”’60 (which, according to Hobson
Jobson, meant a seal or stamp that was placed on trade goods acquired by the
East India Company). Vaccination had become an enactment of British
imperialism penetrating, contaminating and possessing the body of India.
Indians did not view vaccination as a universal blessing the way poets like
Robert Southey and colonial governors like Richard Wellesley had presumed. They resisted it because it violated their own religious taboos and
because it marked them as property of a colonial government.
Besides, at this time Britain’s colonies already had their own indigenous
methods for dealing with smallpox. One was the worship of smallpox goddesses. In India, for instance, the principal goddess, Sitala, was honored from
Bengal to Gujurat, with village ceremonies and annual pilgrimages. Honouring her was designed to win her favour and gain protection from smallpox:
angering her might lead to full infection and death. India’s native inoculators, the tikadars (‘mark-makers’), invoked Sitala.61 They had long been practising smallpox variolation in Bengal, Sind, Bihar, and much of the North
West, working within the religious and cultural context of the people.
Tikadars were ‘sought after and paid for by the people’ and had ‘long standing relations with client villages’.62 Theirs was the native and dominant tradition. As late as 1873, their practices still far exceeded vaccinations in
Bengal.
To successive British administrators, Indians’ resistance was an indication
of their cultural inferiority. The Superintendant-General of Vaccination for
Bengal in the 1840s, for example, thought the Indians were in ‘the trammels
of a degrading religion, by which their thoughts are chained, their reasoning
faculties hoodwinked’.63 Thus vaccination became a means of justifying a
stereotypical view of Indians as being rightly subject to British rule because
they were, in the words of a Sanitary Commissioner responsible for vaccination, ‘unreasonable’ in their ‘religious beliefs’ and ‘caste prejudices’.64
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These views of Britain’s colonial officials gained currency with the aid of
literature. Like vaccination poetry, prose used Jenner’s remedy to glorify
British imperialism. The prose also hinted at an underlying anxiety about
bestiality. In the work of James Morier, one of Britain’s first officials in Persia,65 vaccination was a figure revealing imperialist stereotypes, colonial resistance, and Britons’ fears about their own bestial nature. Morier’s popular
novel The Adventures of Hajji Baba (1824)66 influenced British views of how
Persia was. Sir Walter Scott wrote enthusiastically about its ‘fidelity’ to Persian life.67
Morier made vaccination central to his story of Hajji Baba. Because the
Persians resisted it, Morier treated them in his literary account as prejudiced,
dishonest, and superstitious. Vaccination became a marker of Eastern inferiority. For example, this is what Morier has a Persian doctor say when a
British physician arrives armed with vaccine:
He [the British doctor] pretends to do away with small-pox altogether, by
infusing into our nature a certain extract of cow, a discovery which one of
their philosophers has lately made. Now this will never do, Hajji. The smallpox has always been a comfortable source of revenue to me; I cannot afford
to lose it, because an infidel chooses to come here and treat us like cattle. (78)

As it turns out, the Persian doctor in this novel embodies the traits Morier
found characteristic of the whole nation: cunning, wiliness, self-interest, love
of power and conquest. Morier asked readers to reject the Persian doctor’s
fears of cultural contamination by Europe. After all, as all educated Britons
knew, vaccination did not in fact contaminate people. It protected them
from smallpox. Vaccination as a motif, in other words, confirmed British
stereotypes about the people it tried to control.
But beneath Morier’s stereotyping ran a deeper fear, a fear that haunted
the British imperialists as well as those they tried to control. It was the fear of
the beast within themselves. In the voice of the Persian doctor, Morier wrote:
There must be a great affinity between beasts and Europeans, and which
accounts for the inferiority of Europeans to Mussulmans. Male and female
beasts herd promiscuously together; so do the Europeans. The female beasts
do not hide their faces; neither do the Europeans. They wash not … They
live in friendships with swine; so do the Europeans … As for their women,
indeed! What dog, seeing its female in the streets, does not go and make
himself agreeable? So doubtless does the European. Wife, in those unclean
countries, must be a word without meaning since every man’s wife is every
man’s property. (129)

This was not simply an Englishman’s idea of Muslim prejudice. Morier’s
doctor ventriloquised the British fear of what they themselves might be made
of – an animality which rendered them not superior but disturbingly like the
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colonised people whom they themselves regarded as bestial and unclean.
Thus vaccination marked not only Britons’ assumption of superiority, but,
paradoxically, their fear of similarity to their colonial subjects. Vaccination
(‘the blood of kine’, according to the poet Robert Bloomfield)68 revealed the
beast-like nature of the British rulers because it imposed ‘civilisation’
through an injection of animality. Thus it made them insecure even as it
seemed to confirm their superiority, and they were left trying to overcome
that insecurity by forcing vaccination on their subjects69 and then reading
resistance as evidence of native superstition. At home too, vaccination
became a dirty marker of government imposition. British protesters declared
they were fighting ‘the battle of pure blood against experimental butchery
upon their defenceless little ones’. They preferred ‘salvation by sweetness’ to
‘salvation by filth’.70 Likewise, Indians who objected to British rule saw vaccination as a symbol of cultural imperialism that subjugated and contaminated others in the name of reason. Because it brought state control home to
the body, vaccination made colonial resistance a matter of flesh and blood.
Gandhi, for instance, declared it a ‘filthy process … little short of taking
beef’, and the Non-Co-operation movement of the 1920s made refusal of
vaccination part of its political campaign. It was not until the British had left
that India implemented vaccination on a wide enough scale to eradicate
smallpox.
Vaccination has not altogether lost its status as a marker of Western
imperialism. In a 1987 article in the Indian Express Newspaper called ‘IndoUS Vaccine Project Worries Scientists’, a reporter says, ‘the concern is about
the enormous epidemiological data that will be collected as part of the vaccine trials. Samples of blood, sera, and cells tell a lot about the genetic makeup of a population, its immunity and antibody profile – collectively known
as the “herd structure”. … . Because of its potential uses to biological warfare specialists, no country gives its epidemiological data’. International
science, Indians have learned from experience, is a mixed blessing. It may
hurt as well as heal, infect as well as protect.
A Bestial Legacy
In 1977 the World Health Organisation snapped this photo of Ali Maow
Maalin of Somalia, Africa (Figure 6).71 According the WHO, Maalin was the
very last case of smallpox, and he certainly provides an eerie contrast to
Nelmes’s diseased white hand. If Nelmes signalled the beginning of smallpox
eradication, Maalin represents its end. In this sense, Maalin may be of some
comfort. He is proof that we can prevail over the viral world. Yet, what we
would like to suggest here, is that Maalin’s image may also be cause for alarm
about the methods and motives of public health programs by world powers.
It is, after all, no coincidence that between 1959 and 1963, at the height of
the Cold War, the two countries most interested in worldwide smallpox
16
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Figure 6 Ali Maow Maalin, the last case of smallpox; taken by the WHO in 1977.
From Smallpox and its Eradication. By permission of WHO.
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eradication were the former USSR and the US, and one of the places they
enacted both military and medical programs was Somalia.
As its history demonstrates so dramatically, vaccination has always been an
international effort, and for those powers in control of public health, it
means control of vast populations beyond the reach of anyone else.72 During
the Cold War, eradication programs were set up by the USSR and the US in
the very territories over which these two fought for influence or domination:
Africa, Eastern Europe, South America, and Southeast Asia. These programs
sought to win the hearts and minds of the indigenous peoples, whilst rendering them less infectious and so more easily governable. Yet they were just
the heirs of campaigns carried out in the British Empire, when colonial governments spread British influence and power by vaccinating in Africa, India,
the Caribbean, and South America.
We find ourselves, in a world that is post-British Empire and post-Cold
War, left to ponder the imperial ironies of vaccination. To a world that
grows increasingly terrified of outbreaks, plagues, and epidemics, vaccination certainly is a blessing. But it is also sinister, as one of the means by which
governments seek to subjugate peoples through violence. They use vaccination not just to win hearts and minds, but to give their agents immunity to
the biological weapons they produce to destroy their enemies – weapons
that now include superviruses blended from plague and smallpox. In the
hands of the germ warfare specialists of Iraq, the former USSR, the USA and
the UK, Jenner’s blessing threatens to become a curse.73
According to the WHO, there are only two vials of smallpox left in the
world, one in Moscow, Russia74 and one in Atlanta, USA. Both were scheduled to be destroyed on June 30, 1999. This would have completely fulfilled
Jenner’s prophecy of ‘extirpating from the earth’ one of the most ‘formidable foes of health’.75 But Russia is suspected of keeping a secret stash for
further germ warfare research. If it is, we should not be surprised, for vaccination’s humble beginnings tell us what to expect from its future. The British
learned to beat disease by invading healthy bodies with the matter of diseased
beasts and forcing it on the populations they sought to control.76 They came
to practise what one nineteenth-century opponent called ‘medical despotism’.77 Vaccination is strangely deceptive: though it wears a healthy face, it
has from the beginning carried the bestial soul of imperialism.
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45 Everard Home, Lectures on Comparative Anatomy; in Which Are Explained
the Preparations in the Hunterian Collection, Illustrated by Engravings, 6 vols. (London, 1814–28), vol. 1, pp. 6–7. Quoted in Trevor H. Levere, Poetry Realised in
Nature: Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Early Nineteenth -Century Science (Cambridge,
1981), p. 210.
46 Hunter’s proto-evolutionary ideas were expressed more clearly in the work of
his follower, William Lawrence. See William Lawrence, Lectures on Physiology, Zoology and the Natural History of Man (London, 1819).
47 For Darwin’s views see his Zoonomia; Or, The Laws of Organic Life, 2 vols.
(London, 1794–96), vol. 1, pp. 105–7, and Phytologia; Or the Philosophy of Agriculture and Gardening (London, 1800), pp. 114–15. On attacks on Darwin see Alan
Bewell ‘“Jacobin Plants”: Botany as Social Theory in the 1790s’, TWC, 20 (1989),
132–39.
48 J. F. Blumenbach, De generis humani varietate nativa, 3rd edn (Göttingen, 1795)
and A Manual of the Elements of Natural History, tr. by R. T. Gore (London, 1825).
49 Amongst the anatomists making this argument were Petrus Camper, The
Works of the Late Professor Camper, On the Connexion between the Science of
Anatomy and the Arts of Drawing, Painting, Statuary (London, 1794), William
Lawrence, and, in 1813, J. C. Prichard, in his Researches into the Physical History of
Man, ed. George W. Stocking, Jr. (Chicago and London, 1973).
50 Camper and Blumenbach argued that blacks’ skulls were measurably more
like those of apes than were whites’. See J. F. Blumenbach, Decas Tertia Collectionis
Suae Craniorum Diversarum Gentium Illustrata (Göttingen, 1795).
51 On Buffon see Philip C. Ritterbush, Overtures to Biology: The Speculations of
Eighteenth-Century Naturalists (New Haven and London, 1964).
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52 Charles White, Regular Gradation in Man, and in Different Animals and Vegetables (London, 1799) and Edward Long, History of Jamaica, 3 vols (London,
1774), vol. 2, pp. 51–83, 383. Others arguing for blacks’ separate status were Georg
Forster and Lord Kames. On this debate see Nicholas Hudson, ‘From “Nation” to
“Race”: the Origin of Racial Classification in Eighteenth-Century Thought’, Eighteenth-Century Studies, 29:3 (1996), 247–64.
53 See Moseley’s A Treatise on Sugar With Miscellaneous Medical Observations,
2nd edn (London, 1800), p. 171.
54 Moseley’s association of black slaves with wild beasts is apparent in his A Treatise on Sugar, 1st edn (London, 1799), pp. 169–80 and 2nd edn, pp. 167–8.
55 Rowley, Cow-pox inoculation, p. viii.
56 William Wilberforce, An Appeal to the Religion, Justice, and Humanity of the
inhabitants of the British Empire, in behalf of the Negro Slaves in the West Indies (London, 1823), p. 15.
57 Thomas Clarkson, Thoughts on the Necessity of Improving the Condition of
the Slaves in the British Colonies, with a view to their ultimate Emancipation (London, 1823), p. 10.
58 See his Lecture on the Slave Trade in S. T. Coleridge, Lectures 1795 on
Politics and Religion, ed. by Lewis Patton and Peter Mann (London and Princeton,
1971).
59 Quoted in James Forbes, Oriental Memoirs, 4 vols. (London, 1813), vol. 3,
p. 423.
60 Quoted in Thornton, Vaccinae Vindicia, p. 423.
61 See Ralph W. Nicholas, ‘The Goddess Sitala and Epidemic Smallpox in Bengal’, Journal of Asian Studies, 41 (1981), 21–44.
62 Quoted in Arnold, ‘Smallpox and Colonial Medicine’, p. 50.
63 Quoted in Arnold, ‘Smallpox and Colonial Medicine’, p. 53.
64 A statement made in 1878. Quoted in Arnold, ‘Smallpox and Colonial Medicine’, p. 53.
65 Morier served as secretary to the British embassies to Persia from 1809 to
1812, and as minister plenipotentiary in Tehran from 1812 to 1815. The narrative of
his visit, published in 1810, became an authoritative work on Persia: it was translated
into French and German.
66 All citations from The Adventures of Hajji Baba of Ispahan (London, n.d.).
67 See the introduction to Sir Walter Scott, The Talisman: a Tale of the Crusaders
(Edinburgh, 1871), p. 2.
68 ‘Good Tidings’, line 85.
69 In Britain the Vaccination Act of 1841 made variolation illegal. A further act
of 1853 made vaccination compulsory for all children within three months of birth.
In 1861 Poor Law Guardians in each district of the land were permitted to appoint
officers to enforce the law. And in 1867 Parliament made those who refused vaccination punishable by repeated fines. In India, meanwhile, the native practice of
tikadar inoculation was banned in Calcutta from 1804. Although this ban was ineffectual, it was succeeded by further bans until in 1880 the Vaccination Act made Jenner’s system compulsory wherever the government of India chose to enforce it.
Vaccination had become one of the chief means by which a fully centralised government sought to supervise the people. Medicine had become a bureaucratised discourse of state control, a means of imposing on the public the kind of order that their
legislators thought was good for them. On hygiene and order see Michel Foucault,
The Birth of the Clinic: an Archaeology of Medical Perception (London, 1989).
70 On 23 March 1885 over 20,000 Britons demonstrated against vaccination in
Leicester. Their slogans are quoted in MacLeod, ‘Law, Medicine and Public Opinion:
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Imperial Legacy of Vaccination
The Resistance to Compulsory Health Legislation 1870–1907’, Public Law (1967),
107–28, 189–211 (pp. 196, 201).
71 Reproduced from E. Fenner, D. A. Henderson, I. Arita, Z. Jezek, I. D. Ladny,
Smallpox and its Eradication (Geneva, 1988), p. 1066. By permission of W.H.O.
72 Lack of vaccination is also political. Whether immunising technology has
been distributed across needy countries has in practice depended on their perceived
attitudes and usefulness to the West. On the geopolitics of funding immunology see
Anthony Robbins and Phyllis Freeman, ‘Obstacles to Developing Vaccines for the
Third World’, in Thomas D. Brock (ed.), Microorganisms From Smallpox to Lyme
Disease: Readings from Scientific American Magazine (New York, 1990), pp. 66–75.
73 As Barton J. Bernstein points out, the development of vaccines in the Cold
War period proceeded in conjunction with the development of biological warfare.
See ‘The Birth of the U.S. Biological Warfare Program’, in Brock (ed.), Microorganisms, pp. 150–60.
74 Recent intelligence reports suggest, however, that the Moscow vial has been
removed to closed research establishments elsewhere in Russia, where research on
breeding a supervirus continues.
75 Jenner, A Continuation of Facts, p. 231.
76 British authorities made vaccination compulsory at home and established a
series of laws to punish those who refused, from the 1840s on. For details of this and
of the, mostly working-class, resistance to it see R. M. MacLeod, ‘Law, Medicine and
Public Opinion’. On resistance in the colonies to forced vaccination see Arnold,
‘Smallpox and Colonial Medicine in Nineteenth-Century India’, pp. 45–63 and Radhika Ramasubban, ‘Imperial Health in British India, 1857–1900’, in Roy MacLeod
and Milton Lewis (eds), Disease, Medicine And Empire: Perspectives On Western Medicine And The Experience Of European Expansion (London and New York, 1988), pp.
38–60.
77 Quoted in MacLeod, ‘Law, Medicine and Public Opinion’, 120.
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The Emancipation of Slaves in the Colonies
One Monday in August of 1823, the well-established British plantocracy
in Demerara, South America, was over-taken by some 30,000-rebel
slaves. 1 It started on the Le Resouvenir and Success plantations, two
estates that formed a triangle with the London Missionary Society's
chapel under the parsonage of John Smith. In no time, the uprising
spread across fifty estates, covering most of the land between
Demerara's two major coastal cities, Georgetown and Mahaica. Some
whites escaped to these cities for protection, but others were placed in
the stocks. The slaves, that is, did not enact the rebellion with violence,
but in a more symbolic way: they turned the whites into the criminals by
placing them in the very stocks that the planters regularly used to hold
the slaves themselves. The whites, however, within hours saw the
uprising as blatant evidence of what would take place if slaves were
allowed even the slightest bit of freedom. The Demerara plantocracy
immediately declared martial law and, with an approach that was as
violent as the uprising had been non-violent, the planters killed over a
hundred slaves, set fire to their huts, and sentenced the rest to 1,000
lashes or a life of hard labour in chain gangs. 2
In Demerara, the slaves had been living in some of the worst
conditions of any slaves in the Caribbean. Stories of lack of food,
clothing, medical care, harsh working conditions, and- degrading
treatment by masters were used by anti-slavery agitators to bring an
awareness of the realities of slavery to the British people, and these were
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The human voice and the texture of

experience
by Anne Karpf
Abstract: This article explores the representation of the voice in texts about oral history over
the years, arguing that too often it has been seen as a mechanism for retrieving otherwise inac
cessible testimony rather than as a rich medium in its own right. Such a stance, however, is

being modified, it suggests, as new digital technologies develop the potential to breach the
chasm between the oral and the written.
Key words: voice, oral history, orality, transcription, digitisation

The explosion of oral history in the 1960s and was as if they had alighted on an entire, previ
1970s seemed to represent a new way of doing ously hidden, subterranean channel, along with
history. It took the historian out of the library and a fresh way of preserving the mulch and silt of
archive, and into the community, the workplace human experience. This 'evidence from the
and the home. It opened up new spheres of underside'2 and 'history from below'3 'put people
inquiry into hitherto neglected realms of experi into print, especially people who would normally
ence. And, by recording aspects of human life be denied this opportunity'4, including 'those
that had fallen outside the purview of classical who find writing difficult or impossible.'3
historians, it also made visible structural social Implicit in this characterisation is an opposition
relations and challenged them. However, this between written and oral forms. The historian,

article argues, in their tendency to treat the whose medium of scholarship and method of dis

human voice as an invaluable new source rather

semination is presumed to be the written text,
could now gain admittance to the lived actuality
failed to fully exploit the richness of their of those without the cultural power to commit
medium. While it has become a cliché of oral his
their own experience into the written form - its
tory that it 'gives voice to the voiceless', the rush ultimate destination.
to transcribe oral recordings that has been such
In this approach the oral dimension of oral
a significant feature of oral history practice over history was constituted as a kind of raw mater
the past half-century has often simultaneously ial that the historian alchemically transformed. It
silenced these voices. We may, though, be enter provided a link to the oral tradition, to nineteenth
ing an era in which the voice re-sounds.
century folklore, for example,6 or praise poetry;7
cultural forms whose orality was not just their
than as a resource in itself, oral historians have

Muffled from history

There was an unmistakeable air of excitement

means of transmission but their very raison
d'être, the quintessential 'performative utter

about the writings of historians of the 1960s and ance'." But frequently the orality of modern oral
1970s, describing the new seams of life that oral history was regarded as incidental: it was a means

recording was now enabling people to access: it of capturing the experience of 'those classes and
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immediacy... They breathe life into history.'14 Yet,
groups in society which, although part of a liter
ate society and often literate themselves, did not
curiously, in his pioneering championing of oral
leave much documentary evidence of their own
history, an entire chapter on memory and the self
creation.'9 Thus oral history was seen as partic
noted the similarities between oral history and

ularly suited to recovering the lives of certain psychoanalysis,
dis
yet never referred to the fact that
advantaged social groups. At the same time,both
it rely on the voice as their primary medium

was also considered as having a role to playofincommunication. Indeed, the continuing lack
recording the history of elites, in that it offered
of reference to voice, along with intonation,
pitch and paralanguage, in indexes of books of or
a way of compensating for the lack of written

about oral history is striking. Historians cast
sources, or at least supplementing them. Allan
Nevins, often seen as the grandfather of modern
around for ways of animating and enlivening the
oral history, saw the oral recordings he made
at of the past, and yet oral historians, custo
voices
of real, living voices, have often been at
Columbia University from 1948, for example, dians
as
filling 'a noticeable gap in the level of personal
pains to embalm them in print, to remove the
documentation generated by prominent people
oral from oral history.
who no longer wrote letters or kept diaries on theYet the alacrity with which the oral has been
scale of their nineteenth century counterparts.'10
transposed into the written is not some pecca

Oral sources, therefore, supposedly made up dillo
for peculiar to oral historians. If they could not
an insufficiency of written ones, 'information
bear to linger on its orality for long, if they have
felt a need to flatten and deaden their material so
about whole areas of our past which is unavail
able from written or printed sources'," when
that it more resembled that found on parchment
subjects lacked the skills, time or inclinationortoin a chronicle, this is because to a great extent

author these themselves.

the written form today has a greater legitimating
than the spoken, with the oral commonly
Revealingly, the definition of oral history power
in
consigned to the merely illustrative, in the form
the New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary was
of 'clips'. In this the oral historian has been sim
'tape-recorded historical information drawn

from the speaker's personal knowledge; the use
ply following contemporary cultural priorities
or interpretation of this as an academic subject.12
and prejudices. By transfiguring the vocal into
the written the oral historian has re-enacted the
In this formulation the voice itself has been

almost entirely erased; it exists only in its apparent displacement of oral societies by liter
recorded form. The technology of recording ate ones and, Derrida's belief in 'phonocentrism'
overrides the original instrument - the voice was notwithstanding,15 the superior value now
thus reduced to a retrieval mechanism. Indeed, attached to written forms. Whether inadver

from a technologically deterministic perspective tently or inevitably, oral historians have repro
such as this, oral history was often depicted as duced the modern hierarchy of the senses that

being somehow 'produced' by the invention of prevails in Western cultures, and which is gov
new recording technologies, especially the light erned by what Coleridge called 'the despotism of

weight, cheap and very portable cassette the eye'.16

recorder. However, this characterisation also
I have argued elsewhere that Western cultures
arose, perhaps, because ultimately it was the his lack a collective sense of the importance of the
torian who possessed the ability to confer hisvoice, along with almost any shared language in
toricity on evidence or testimony; it was the his which to talk about it: sound is often placed
torian's gaze that endowed raw material gathered below sight in importance, with the result that
through the conduit of the voice with the status adults - in contrast to small children - are barely
of historical record, a status only fully arrivingvoice-aware.17 We persist instead with the idea
through its metamorphosis into the written form. that the arrival of the printed word marginalised

Such life stories are sometimes represented as the voice, making it less important than the
extricated by the historian: 'seduced, coaxed and image and the written word, as if it belonged to
an earlier, more primitive stage of human devel
interrogated out of subjects.'13

The voice: in transit

opment and evolution, and now rested at the
periphery of human interaction, rather than at its

Not infrequently the 'oral' in historical discourse heart. Indeed, in the excited debates about the

has turned out to refer merely to the means role of language, speech and conversation, the
through which historians acquired their mater embodied voice is often no more than an after
ial, acting as little more than a staging post en thought.18 So if oral historians have tended to
route to its transcription and transformation into ascribe a higher value to oral accounts once they
a written text. Of course oral historians have
have been transcribed, they are reflecting, as well

long acknowledged the unique qualities of spoas reinforcing, dominant cultural beliefs.
Yet the process of transcription purges testi
ken testimony. Paul Thompson, for example,
described the way that 'The use of the human mony of some of its most powerful features. Two
voice, fresh, personal, particular, always brings major oral historians recognised this some
the past into the present with extraordinarydecades ago when they problematised the act of
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Mercedes Rojas talked about her Chilean hus
transcription. In 1971, in this journal, Raphael

Samuel contended that:

band who 'disappeared'. The transcript reads

somewhat generically, as if she were describing
The spoken word can very easily be muti an experience that might have taken place under
lated when it is taken down in writing and any number of Latin American dictatorships.
transferred to the printed page... People do Rojas, speaking in a language that was not her
not usually speak in paragraphs... Continu mother tongue, also used the word 'infringing'
ity, and the effort to impose it even when it where she probably meant 'inflicting': tran

violates the twist and turns of speech, is scripts inevitably draw attention to such slip

another insidious influence."

pages because we expect them to conform to the

norms of writing and not speech, and notice
His solution was not to eschew transcription
altogether, but for transcribers to become more
sensitive to the cadences of speech and attempt

to communicate these, rather than imposing
'conventions and constrictions of written

prose.'20
Alessandro Portelli, in an article reprinted in
1981 in History Workshop, similarly argued that
'Expecting the transcript to replace the tape... is

equivalent to doing art criticism on reproduc
tions, or literary criticism on translations.'21

Portelli drew attention to the connotations of

when they do not.

The recording, however, adds an overwhelm
ing sense of individual experience. What in tran
script form had been somewhat flat, though still
powerful, is transformed through the voice into
a still continuing human tragedy, and a very par
ticular and personal one; coloured by Rojas's soft

voice, accent and slow pace, it becomes an
anguished, highly embodied attempt to make
sense of senseless acts. As you listen, you also
become aware of a certain ambiguity: that the

torture she refers to is that which was inflicted

tone, volume, velocity, rhythm and intonation in upon her husband but is also, in some sense, that
popular speech. The very addition of punctuation which has been inflicted upon her. I read this
by the transcriber, he suggested, by introducing transcript several times but it was only when I
pauses appropriate to grammatical convention, heard the recording of Rojas that I understood
confined speech 'within grammatical and logical properly that her voice was expressing this dou
rules which it does not necessarily follow.'22

ble agony.
By contrast, 1 have had personal experience of
since, historiographers of oral history have failed the perils of ignoring the voice. In January 1998,

It certainly is not the case that in the years

to recognise the distinctive qualities of spoken the Guardian newspaper sent me to interview
discourse. On the contrary, what is significant is Binjamin Wilkomirski, author of an already
how often they have needed to remind their fel acclaimed supposed Holocaust memoir Frag
low practitioners of it, as though this under ments,2' which was later exposed as a fake. I was

standing were hard to sustain and needed to be moved by both book and author, despite some
repeatedly rediscovered. For instance, in 1979, fleeting concerns which are hard to recover now,
anthropologist Charles Joyner suggested thatso tempting is it to place oneself retrospectively
'Too many oral historians are content to interin the doubters camp. The most striking of these
view and transcribe, making little effort to com was Wilkomirski's lachrymosity. I grew up in a
prehend more than the literal referential mean community of Holocaust survivors and hardly
ing of the words.'23 Yet in 2011, Shelley Trower, ever saw one cry: most of them had learnt to

in a book sensitive to the differences between
armour themselves against tears during the Holo
oral and written texts, called for future work that caust and those I knew well were at the steely end
focuses in more detail on 'the sonorous textures of the emotional spectrum. Although I am not an

of the voice', something that her book, however, oral historian, I was then already a seasoned
would not be doing. 'Considering that voice is interviewer and Wilkomirski's tears flickered
essential to oral history', she declared, 'we might somewhere on my gauge of discrepancy. How
do well to think more not only about what it says ever, for a variety of reasons that I discuss else
but what it is and how it says it.'24 Other com where,28 I never pursued this. Had I attended to

mentators, when talking about voice, slip almost his voice, and the knowledge I had of the voices

unnoticed into using 'voice' in a metaphorical of other Holocaust survivors, I may not have
been so easily duped.

sense, or elide voice with narrative, or the autho
rial or political voice.25

The sound of difference

Lost in transcription

Certainly, since Samuel and Portelli's essays and
The properties of the embodied voice, it seems, even earlier, oral historians have recognised what
are hard to keep in mind, even though they bring the voice brings to testimony and what is
to testimony the texture of experience. In changed through the process of transcription. As

'Belonging: voices of London's refugees', part of Thompson put it, recordings convey 'social
the Refugees Communities History Project clues, the nuances of uncertainty, humour, or
lodged in the Museum of London, for example, presence, as well as the texture of dialect. 'v
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Even a simple word like 'Yes', argued Lummis,
scription methods that aim to translate not just
'can be stated instantly and decisively words
in
but also the paralinguistic elements, such
the tone and volume of voice, continue to be
response to a query or in a hesitant drawl, as ifasto
signify that it is only marginally more accurate
developed.34
than "No".'30

Oral historians have often returned to the

However, attempts to reassert the value of
question of whether they should desist from tidy
orality bring a real danger of false polarisation,
ing
of up speech, including hesitations and repeti
pitting recordings against transcripts in a kindtions,
of
and avoid correcting grammar,33 or
either-or-ism. This is unhelpful for a numberwhether
of
the oral subject should be invited to
reasons. Transcription remains, for historians
review a draft transcript, allowing them to jointly
and other scholars, the chief method of accessing
author, as it were, the transcript. Some believe

oral history. It would be absurd to argue that
that
it such a process of 'correction' 'weakens the
should be jettisoned on account of its imperfec
authenticity of oral evidence';36 others argue that
tions or, conversely, to resurrect the old trope that
participants should be allowed to reflect on and
amend their first version of their account in this
recordings are less reliable or valid sources than
written ones. The latter argument rests on a pos
way. In one case history educationalist Jane
itivist view of written documents, endowing
Mace, although she defends the practice, allows
them with an incontestable, almost inhuman fac
that a final transcript arrived at in this way 'took
ticity, even though written discourse is self-evi
away some of the rhythm and buoyancy' of the
dently as socially and individually constructedspoken
as
version.37 Such irresolvable debates

oral remembrance. However, equally damaging
remind us that transcription is always an inter
is to idealise the human voice as somehow purer
pretative act and authenticity potentially a con
than written discourse, in some sense an unmedi
tested notion; and if the subject of an oral history
ated instrument.

is, through their account, making meaning, so

too of course is the oral historian.
McLuhan was guilty of this when he dis

missed print, comparing it unfavourably withYet while oral historians have reflected sen
orality: 'The eye has none of the delicacy of sitively
the
on the necessarily negotiated relationship
of interviewer and interviewee, insufficient atten
ear.'31 Such binary analysis not only romanticises
oral cultures and hearing itself, but also failstion
to has been devoted, perhaps, to the influence
on the interview of the voice of the interviewer. It
recognise the capacity of ear and eye to work

together and their potential for integration.isAs
a truism to claim that no single person ever
Portelli argued:
describes the same experience in exactly the same
way each time they speak about it, but one factor

Our awe of writing has distorted our per
which helps shape the speaker's narrative is
ception of language and communication surely
to
the voice of the person eliciting it. Speech
accommodation theorists have demonstrated the
the point where we no longer understand
either orality or the nature of writing itself...
ways in which we modify our voices to fit in with

As a matter of fact, written and oral sources
that of the person with whom we are talking,
are not mutually exclusive... the undervalu
whether in tempo, pitch, volume, accent or even
ing and the overvaluing of oral sources end
pause pattern.33 Social class, ethnicity, gender
up cancelling out specific qualities, turning
and culture all are mediated through speech. If
these sources either into mere supports for
there is a large difference in the speech patterns
traditional written sources, or into an illusory
of interviewer and interviewee, how might this
cure for all ills.33
change the style and even content of the account?
There is also a subjectivity and a politics of lis
tening. Norkunas asks:
The logistics of vocal analysis
Yet no matter the degree of unanimity that has
been achieved between those who favour tran
What can be heard? The listener negotiates

scription and those who believe in the pre-emi
nence of the recorded voice, analysing the vocal

aspects of oral history still poses considerable

what she can hear, must hear, hopes to know

and cannot bear to know... Empathetic lis

teners are ever sensitive to the nuances of

challenges. If, as I have argued, Western cultures

trauma in the life story: long silences, detach

no longer have a shared language in which to talk

ment, a change in voice or body language."

about the voice, how then are we to make man
ifest the nonverbal elements of recorded testi

All successive interviews are different, argues
mony and remembrance? Despite fifty years of Norkunas, because all listeners are different.
attempts to establish a common language on
However, if the full import of this is recog
aspects of prosody, researchers in the field of lin
nised, the problems are only exacerbated. It is
guistics cannot even agree on terminology: 107 one thing to suggest that a transcript should indi
different terms have been used to identify regis cate clearly any point at which 'the interview
ter alone.33 There is, as yet, no common system
passes into sarcasm or irony because a record in
of notation for the human voice, although tran cold type does not disclose the sarcasm evident
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only in an inflection of voice.40 It is quite another,
voices seem to evanesce. Made out of breath, they

of surely dubious ethicality, to subject the are
voice
insubstantial. Unlike visual images, the voice
of a participant in an oral history interview
exists
to only in time and cannot be frozen45 as it
some sort of psycho-linguistic analysis, for which
starts it also dies away "You cannot access the
few oral historians would in any case feel quali
words in an entire spoken sentence simultane
fied. Feminist oral historians have argued that
ously, for instance, only sequentially. The voice
they should be listening not just to their subjects'
seem to require of the historian the kind of
statements but also their meta-statements: 'We
instinctual response which belongs more usually
need to hear what women implied, suggested, in interpersonal relationships than in traditional
and started to say but didn't. We need to interpret scholarship.
their pauses and, when it happens, their unwill
Today, however, radical new technologies are
ingness or inability to respond.41 Rhonda providing alternative solutions, allowing oral his
Williams applied this kind of analysis to her inter torians to retain the irreducibility of the human
views with two black American activists, remark voice while also facilitating the dissemination of
ing that one of them 'did not tell her story non their material. In place of wrestling with the

chalantly, but with fire, a pensiveness, a

commanding tone, and a serious pace that bared
her disgust and anger at the circumstances that
she found herself in... The way she spoke shaped
the intensity of the words, and therefore - like
her laughter - added another layer of knowing to
the oral history.'42 This kind of deep listening is
reminiscent of Freud's advice that the analyst

problematics of transcription, digital media
enable audio to become as readily available as
written text. Michael Frisch has argued that the

digitisation of sound will challenge the domi

nance of transcription, and is returning oral his
tory to its aural roots. New digital tools, such as
sophisticated indexes and catalogues, will permit
the preservation and sharing of oral interviews in
turn their 'own unconscious like a receptive their original form. 'All can be expressed as dig
organ towards the transmitting unconscious of ital information that can be organised, searched
the patient'.43 One of his first students called his and integrated with equal facility... One can
1949 book about his experience as an analyst Lis move from point to point, anywhere in the data,
tening with the Third Ear. In it he contended that without having to scroll or play forward or back
'he who listens with a third ear hears also what is
ward through the documentation in a linear way,
expressed almost noiselessly, what is said pianis as with tapes.'47 In this incarnation oral history

simoHowever, unless this is done with the

both retains aurality and overcomes its disad

utmost respect and as a gesture of mind, it may vantages, acquiring the pliability of text, as the
feel like an intrusive undertaking, for both inter differences between the written and the oral

viewer and interviewee.

Indeed, perhaps one reason for the race to
transcribe has been because transcription propels
the oral historian into an area of greater safety. We

themselves begin to evanesce. Everything

becomes data.

This coincides with what might be called a
sonic boom, a new interest in audio, especially as

know how to deal with written text, how to the it relates to place. The soundscape, the sound
walk, the sound map, the audio installation, the
much more indeterminate and elusive, and ulti audio tour: all these are, in their way, aspects of a
mately more frightening. How do we grasp and renewed interest in and popularisation of oral
hold onto this slippery thing, 'the voice', without history and indeed of sound itself. Through them,
privileging the words or accent through which it presently in some small measure, the voice is
orise it, analyse it, shape it. The oral and aural is

is conducted? How can we know with any cer returned to public spaces and becomes not only
tainty those fleeting, ephemeral qualities we think

a cultural resource that can be shared but also a

we hear in it? As soon as we tty to describe them,

challenge to the fetishism of the written.
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A carefully crafted frame can make satisfying metaphorical
connections for both reader and writer, giving the paper a deeper sense of meaning and a way into
and out of the assignment that escapes the
traditional pattern and quandary of old hat.
Oftentimes, getting an essay started and getting it concluded can trouble my college sophomores and
juniors more than finding something to say in between. They can always rely, of course, on the old
standbys: the traditional introduction and the traditional conclusion to the traditional essay, telling the
audience what will be said and concluding with what has been said. Granted, this approach works well
in speeches or with lengthy writings, but in shorter essays, these crusty techniques come off as
predictable and boring.

What Is a Framing Device?
I encourage my students to find instead a single word, a
RELATED ARTICLES ON NWP.ORG
literary/historical reference, or a personal narrative that can
TR 25. Elaboration: Using What
provide a fresh way into and out of their writing, surrounding it
You Know
much like a window frame surrounds a glass pane or a decorative
Beyond Primer Prose: Two Ways
to Imitate the Masters
frame surrounds a picture or mirror. Just as the right picture frame
becomes one with the painting, the right rhetorical frame becomes
one with the composition, enhancing as well as complementing.
This frame not only starts and concludes the writing, but can also reinforce the main idea, offer a
broader perspective, or even interject a bit of humor. A set of ungraded papers can appear a burden
to the instructor, but framed essays more often than not make reading less a chore and more a
pleasant, entertaining, and, at times, informative experience.
Last year, a student in my research class wrote a lengthy paper on the relationship between humans
and plants, beginning her rather serious topic with a reference to a well-known nursery rhyme: "Ring
around the roses, a pocket full of posies . . . ." She explains that the pocket full of flowers masked the
stench of death during the time of the black plague, only one of the many useful purposes of plants
that have benefited us throughout the ages. The paper ends with a reinforcement of the warning that
we depend on plant life to add quality to our own lives: "Without plants, life on Earth would cease to
exist as we know it: `ashes, ashes, we all fall down.'"
On a much different note, a student in my rhetorical conventions class wrote a short paper that
manipulates his memories of a particular odor into a framing device. Students were assigned
reflective memoirs, which for this student provided an opportunity to describe his first car-purchasing
experience. He opens the piece by detailing the musty smell of the used car and the "Blue Bouquet"
air freshener that made it his. He ends with a description of his strongest memory: "Regardless of
where I am or what I am doing, whenever I smell the scent of a Blue Bouquet air freshener, I can
hear the rumble of the exhaust behind me, feel the air rustling my hair, and sense the urge to slam
the pedal to the floor so I can feel the sheer bone-crunching power of acceleration."
A good place to find rhetorical frames commonly used by professional writers is in newspapers that
run feature articles and columnists. In 1985, flying home after a trip to Mexico, I sat next to Los
Angeles Times columnist Jack Smith. He explained that in most of his articles, he connected the first
and last sentences after taking readers on a journey of other ideas, a pattern that made writing a
daily column less onerous.

The Single-Word, Single-Image Frame
Syndicated columnist William Safire often relies on a single word as a framing device. In a 1994
article, he calls on tsunami, the Japanese word for a "great wave caused by underwater seismic
shock," to frame an article on the shock that caused the conservative wave of that year. His
introduction connects the definition of tsunami with the main idea of his article: the majority of voters
"shook up" legislators to express their lack of faith in an ever-growing government. The column ends
with a second mention of the tsunami, identifying it as a shock that does indeed change everything
and that leads to exciting days politically, an analogy that reinforces his (but not everyone's) opinion.
A writer can seduce a reader into considering relatively abstract ideas by creating a framing device
that links these ideas to everyday images and experiences. In another column, Safire decries the
"new disloyalty" that seemingly affects our culture at every level of business and politics. He has his
teeth into a large concept, but he introduces his thoughts about a fickle public, fickle corporate world,
and fickle government by making a down-to-earth confession: Over the years, Safire says, he has
been a toothpaste hopper. He writes that the avuncular tones of Harry Von Zell got him to switch to
long-forgotten Ipana from even more forgotten Kolynos. Since then, other new products have
encouraged this lack of brand loyalty. Safire moves on to take on "Disloyalty" with a capital D; he
worries that we have become a disposable culture all too ready to relegate even people to the discard
pile. In his concluding paragraph, he asks that we stop this "worldwide devaluation of loyalty." He
ends, however, with a mundane image echoing his opening. "Pick a brand of toothpaste and stick with
it." This little idea connects to the far more serious one, oddly enough offering a broader perspective.
The smallness of his framing device may seem incongruous, but this very element awakens us to the
exigency of our everyday actions.

Allusions as Framing Devices
Literary references also make effective framing devices. In our local newspaper, a letter to the editor
from an angry professor responds to an editorial in which the editorial writer is accusing the
university teachers of "salary whining." The professor puts to work Edgar Allen Poe's "The Cask of
Amontillado" as a literary framing device, quoting Poe's opening sentence as his opening sentence:
"The thousand injuries of Fortunato I had borne as best I could; but when he ventured upon insult I
vowed revenge." The writer uses the words of Poe's narrator to convey his own indignation at being
flagrantly wronged. The body of the letter details the professor's resentment at what he considers to
be the editorial writer's insults, but the final sentence refers again to Poe's story: "Ah, for a fresh
batch of cement, a stack of bricks, and a good trowel," the very tools, readers of Poe will recognize,
that the story's narrator uses to work his revenge on Fortunato. By humorously framing hostile
feelings, the professor gently emphasizes his point: Overworked and underpaid, he and his colleagues
do not appreciate editorials claiming otherwise.
Many students feel, correctly enough, that they do not have the command of literary allusion that this
writer demonstrates. However, almost all have an intimate knowledge of some folk and fairy tales
that may serve them as they create framing devices. One student, writing about her struggle with
obesity, puts to use the question that opens Snow White: "Mirror, mirror on the wall, who is the
fairest of them all?" The student quickly explains that, in her world, "fairest" is changed to "fattest."
She further connects the device by describing her despair each time she stands before that cruel
mirror. After revealing her struggle and her growing awareness of others who, for various reasons, do
not "fit in," the paper ends with a new version of the mirror question: "Who is the healthiest of them
all?" While the framing device gives an added dimension of poignancy to the narrative, the newly
recast, final question concludes it on an uplifting note.

Personal Experience as a Framing Device
Personal experience can also provide a frame in which to set the discussion of a larger issue. Boston
Globe columnist Ellen Goodman provides a personal experience to frame an opinion piece calling for
labels in clothing to guarantee consumers that child labor has not produced newly purchased
garments. Standing at a checkout counter, she looks at the various tags and labels affixed to a pair of
shorts she has decided to purchase. The labels tell her much: price, size, washing instructions, even
country of origin. Left unasked is the question "Who has produced this pair of tennis shorts?" As she
ponders the origin of these shorts, she creates a transition from the frame to the article's purpose—
asking consumers to make a connection "between what we wear and the people who make it."
Goodman concludes her argument by referring once again to her own purchase, calling herself an
"uneasy consumer of one pair of tennis shorts who would like to initiate change by asking one simple
question: How about labels for labor?"
Students often use personal experience narratives similar to Goodman's as a way into and out of
papers on such topics as racism, the environment, or political and school concerns. By calling on an
incident or event from his or her life, the writer adds an extra dimension to the topic as well as an
authenticity. When the concluding sentence refers to this opening experience, the reader is left with a
satisfying sense of closure. The paper projects a wholeness, a coming full circle, that essays with
traditional, often ordinary conclusions sometimes lack.
In a particularly effective paper on the negative impact television violence can have on children, one
of my students begins with a description of his family's extended Thanksgiving dinner. The student
explains that the peacefulness he felt as the family members gathered to give thanks for all their
blessings vanished once he entered the family room where his younger cousins were mobilized in
front of the television for the Power Rangers program. After watching intensely physical
confrontations, the normally docile three- to twelve-year-olds turned into "miniature fighting
machines." They eagerly kicked and punched any interloper, forcing the narrator to leave and causing
him to seriously question the laissez faire child-rearing attitudes of the children's parents. This
incident acts as a segue that connects the family experience with his topic: the growing problem of
children's viewing of television violence and possible solutions to this problem. The writer concludes
by offering a plan for handling the situation at the next Thanksgiving dinner: "I may not be the most
popular cousin for turning off the Power Rangers, but what is popular is not always right, and what is
right is not always popular. I can live with not being popular."
For many students, the personal experience that becomes the framing device for an essay triggers
the piece's central idea, rather than the other way around. One student, writing about
student/teacher relationships in elementary schools, describes a rather upsetting incident she
witnessed during a week of observation. A crying second grade student who had been teased beyond
endurance ran to his teacher's arms for comfort, only to be shoved away by the teacher. This
observation begins the student's essay and inspires the central idea of the piece: when teachers
touch students, they have reason to fear the consequences. The paper ends with the writer once
again referring to the incident of the spurned second-grader. She mentions how troubled she was at
the time, but after doing research on the subject, she explains, "I clearly understand her reasons for
not offering comfort and for not hugging him back."

Some Framing Traps
When I first introduce the framing device lesson, I caution students against a couple of traps I have
seen former students fall into when they use this technique. Sometimes a framing device can take on
a life of its own, becoming more developed than the content. This I call the "runaway frame." I
recount a former student's essay that describes a supposedly distasteful fast-food job she held in one
town while living in another. For her introduction and conclusion, she gives a hair-raising account of
her forty-minute commute to work over black ice. Although the purpose of her paper was to dissuade
readers from taking a position at the partic-ular restaurant where she worked, the overly long framing
device was far more compelling. No reader would want to live down that hill after reading about the
slippery road, the traffic, the delays, and the danger.
There's another trap that students fall into. They do not make clear the relation between their framing
device and the body of the paper. One student began and ended a paper on the Cuban missile crisis
with quotes from Hamlet. "To be or not to be," the paper begins, ending with the lines, "whether `tis
nobler in the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, or to take arms against a
sea of troubles, and by opposing end them . . . ." One may imag-ine many connections between
these words from Shakespeare and the events of the Cuban missile crisis, but the writer did not
articulate any of them. As we help students revise, we need to be on the lookout for these
connections that have not yet made it from the student's mind to his paper.
Keeping these caveats in mind, however, a carefully crafted frame can make satisfying metaphorical
connections for both reader and writer, giving the paper a deeper sense of meaning and a way into
and out of the assignment that escapes the traditional pattern and quandary of old hat.
About the Author Romana Hillebrand currently teaches writing at Washington State University in Pullman,
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