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Southeast Graduate Research Journal. This journal’s 

mission is to provide a public platform for the best and 

most original research papers produced in the Business, 

Education, and Interdisciplinary Studies graduate 

programs. The editors of the GRJ would like to thank 

everyone who submitted work for consideration for this 

edition, with a special thank you to those whose 

contributions were selected to appear in this edition. 
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CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS 

The IUS Graduate Research Journal is an interdisciplinary 

forum for the publication of original graduate work. We 
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strongly encourage all IU Southeast graduate students to 

submit their work to the next volume, scheduled for 

publication in the spring of 2022. All types of papers will 

be considered, including research projects, literature 

reviews, and case studies. In addition to building your 

resume or curriculum vitae, the journal offers an 

opportunity for reaching a broader audience with your 

message about problems which matter to you. Maximum 

length is 5,000 words including references. Please send 

submissions as a Microsoft Word attachment, in an email, 

addressed to webmis@ius.edu. Be sure to include in the 

body of your email your contact information, the title of 

your paper, and the name of the relevant course and its 
instructor. The submission deadline will correspond with 

the beginning of winter recess 2021. 
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Addressing Maternal Mortality in the 

United States 

   
Collins, Latanya  

 
MEET THE AUTHOR  

Born and raised in Southern California, Latanya moved to 

Indiana and became a recent graduate of Indiana University 

Southeast’s MSN-Ed program. She has been a nurse for over 

sixteen years and currently works in the healthcare insurance 

industry. During her graduate studies and scholarly project 

she was led to researching current healthcare topics in which 

she integrated awareness and knowledge within a quality 

improvement project. This work allowed Tanya to focus on 

her passion for women's health, particularly the problem of 

existing healthcare and racial disparities.   
 

As a Clinician Educator fellow, she focuses on facilitating 

and collaborating in programs, presentations and events 

about health equity. Tanya’s commitment to empowering 

others through knowledge, support and education guides her 

to remain actively involved in women's health advocacy and 

awareness. She resides in Charlestown, Indiana with her two 

teenage daughters.    
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Abstract  
 

When comparing the maternal mortality rates to other 

developed countries in the world, the United States reveals a 

prominent difference. There are many risk factors attributed 

to maternal death, however, discovering the vulnerable 

populations and data collection will further advance our 

knowledge and awareness about the subject. Many 

considerations discuss the possible causes of this 

phenomenon, with noting the need to raise awareness for 

obtaining equal and quality healthcare. The intent of this 

paper is to define the issue, discuss the health disparities, 

data collection, promote cultural awareness, and recognize 

ways to improve maternal health delivery free of societal 

discrimination and bias. The purpose is to level set the 

learners on a knowledge base of addressing maternal 

mortality in the United States. This developed course will 

review the issue of the increased maternal mortality rate in 

the United States. Health disparities, data collection, and 

cultural awareness will be discussed, as well as how to 

recognize ways to improve maternal health. The goal of this 

performance improvement is to increase clinician awareness 

and knowledge on the leading causes of maternal mortality 

and best practices.  

Keywords:  maternal mortality, cultural competence, 

healthcare disparity  
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Introduction  

The United States (U.S.) is one of the wealthiest 

nations in the world, and in many ways, it is considered a 

leader among developed countries. The U.S. spends 

significantly more on health care than other developed 

countries yet has worse health outcomes. Chronic illnesses, 

such as hypertension, diabetes, and chronic heart 

disease, that are rising in the general population in America 

put any woman at higher risk for complications during their 

pregnancy and postpartum. Over the years, maternity care 

and medical technology has evolved and transformed. 

Despite these developments, United States women are still 

faced with an increased maternal mortality rate (figure 1).  

The Centers of Disease Control and Prevention 

(CDC) defines maternal death (or pregnancy-related 

deaths) as: The death of a woman while pregnant or within 

1 year of the end of a pregnancy (CDC, 2019). 

Additionally, this increasing trend is not consistent across 

all racial groups and significant disparities are found that 

affect the maternal mortality rate 

(MMR). Neighmond (2019) mentions that in the United 

States, Black mothers die at a rate that is 3.3 times greater 

than whites, and Native American or Alaskan Native 

women die at a rate 2.5 times greater than whites, 

according to a report from the Centers for Disease Control 
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and Prevention. Overall, looking at the U.S. solely, the 

MMR increased over the past 20 years (figure 2).   

 

Vulnerable populations  

With this distinctive increase within the United 

States, understanding the populations that are at risk and 

the inequities that exist are essential. When looking at the 

U.S. as a whole, the rise is not specified to one 

geographical region. Numbers can statistically vary due to 

the quality of state maternal mortality data and reporting 

and some states have different programs, policies and data 

systems that could result in over and under reporting of 

cases (table 1).  The accuracy of reporting causes concern, 

as the evaluation is important as this information is used in 

conjunction with the reported causes of death to classify 

maternal deaths (MacDorman, et al., 2016).  

Any surgical procedure increases risks for 

complications. It is important to point out that a cesarean 

(C-Section) delivery, a surgical procedure to deliver a baby, 

is a major abdominal surgery. This should not be 

overlooked due to the commonality of the procedure. A 

recent study found that women who had C-sections were 80 

percent more likely to have complications than those who 

delivered vaginally, and for women aged 35 and older the 

risk for severe complications was nearly three times greater 

(Hayes & McNeil, 2019).   
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Chronic conditions can affect a women’s healthcare 

and definitely impact the health of both mother and 

baby. The most common causes of death varied by 

pregnancy outcome. Among deaths after a live birth, 

thromboembolism, cardiomyopathy, and other 

cardiovascular conditions were the three most common 

causes of death, whereas hemorrhage, other non-

cardiovascular medical conditions, and infection were most 

commonly found with deaths after a stillbirth (Creanga, et 

al., 2017).   

Insurance is also likely to impact health and the care 

a woman receives before, during, and after pregnancy, 

which affects her likelihood of having a healthy pregnancy, 

delivery and receiving necessary care after birth. The care a 

woman receives before, during, and after pregnancy may be 

directly related to her access to health insurance. Receiving 

optimal care throughout pregnancy can result in a healthy 

pregnancy and delivery. For example, certain insurance 

coverage is different on what it will cover and duration of 

coverage. Women receiving no prenatal care are five times 

more likely to have a pregnancy-related death than women 

who receive prenatal care (MHTF, 2020).   

A woman’s age is another strong indicator of a 

woman’s risk for complication and death resulting from 

pregnancy, and age is also related to the other factors 

discussed above. For example, advanced maternal age has 
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an increased risk of preeclampsia, develop gestational 

diabetes, multiple pregnancy, premature birth, and C-

sections (Mayo clinic, 2017). According to 

an observational study that compared data from 2008-2009 

with 2013-2014, the maternal mortality rates for women 40 

years or older were implausibly high and increased rapidly 

(MacDorman, et al., 2016).  

 

Racial health disparities  

Mortality rates differ across different racial/ethnic 

groups, which persist at all ages and actually worsens as 

education level increases, even in states with the lowest 

MMR (O’Neill & Delk, 2018). There are multifactorial 

reasons that have identified with this racial health disparity. 

Genetically some races tend to have more chronic illnesses 

and healthcare inequity and a lower socioeconomic 

statuses (SES) can result in a lack of insurance. 

Additionally, black mothers in the U.S. die at three to four 

times the rate of white mothers, one of the widest of all 

racial disparities in women's health. African American and 

Native American/Alaskan Native women are three to four 

times more likely to die from pregnancy-related issues than 

both Hispanic and white non-Hispanic women. To put it 

another way, a black woman is 22 percent more likely to 

die from heart disease than a white woman, 71 percent 

more likely to perish from cervical cancer, but 243 percent 



   
 

 

Graduate Research Journal: Volume 11                         12 
 

more likely to die from pregnancy- or childbirth-related 

causes (CDC, 2019).  

Pregnancy can have a significant impact on a 

mother’s health and well-being for any woman however 

these problems are provoking a new occurrence called 

“weathering.” Black women experience physical 

“weathering,” meaning their bodies’ age faster than white 

women’s due to exposure to chronic stress linked to 

socioeconomic disadvantage and discrimination over the 

life course, thus making pregnancy riskier at an earlier age 

(The National Partnership for Women & Families, 2018). 

Per the CDC (2019), cardiomyopathy, thrombotic 

pulmonary embolism, and hypertensive disorders of 

pregnancy contributed more to pregnancy-related deaths 

among black women than among white women.  

 

Cultural competence  

Being a minority in America, can become 

problematic as keeping people in a place of servitude and 

weakness, causes stress to the affected 

population. Although the Civil Rights Act of 1964 

outlawed discrimination in employment and banned race-

based segregation, as well as sporadic efforts by successive 

US governments to tackle racial inequalities, racism still 

looms large in 21st-century America (Ziabari & Houston, 

2019). Black or Hispanic race/ethnicity was associated with 
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nearly three times higher odds of discrimination due to 

race, language, or culture (Howell, 2018). This is a topic 

that is being discussed in patient’s feedback and surveys; 

the goal is to provide healthcare equity and cultural 

sensitive care. Culturally inappropriate care practices and 

perceptions of injustice and inequity are likely to continue 

in the absence of a whole systems approach (Adamson, et 

al., 2011).   

Being aware can help health care providers better 

understand patients, effectively communicate about health-

related conditions and behavior, and improve health 

outcomes. Culture is referred to integrated patterns of 

human behavior that can include: language, thoughts, 

communications, actions, customs, beliefs, values, and 

institutions of racial, ethnic, religious, or social groups. 

Competence implies to having the capacity to function 

effectively as an individual and an organization within the 

context of the cultural beliefs, behaviors, and needs 

presented by consumers and their 

communities. (CDC, n.d.)   

A study was reported in 2017, where 74% of black 

babies were born at the 25 % of hospitals serving the 

highest proportion of black individuals, and women 

delivering at these hospital were significantly more likely 

to suffer severe complication than women delivering at 
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lower-serving hospitals, even after adjusting for patient 

characteristics and comorbidities (Hayes & Delk, 2018).  

As population characteristics of the United States 

shift each decade, so do the cultures encountered in health 

care settings. There is a congruence present for racial 

disparities found with the general population and medical 

working population, as comparing to the racial/ethnic 

distribution of the U.S. workforce, minority groups are 

underrepresented in many of the occupations in the health 

occupations (U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services, Health Resources and Services Administration, 

National Center for Health Workforce Analysis, 2017).   

 

Provider-patient communication  

As access to healthcare can differ by race and 

ethnicity it is important to educate patients to improve their 

autonomy in their healthcare. Minority and racial groups 

are more likely than white to report that they believe they 

would have received better care if they had been of a 

different race or ethnicity (Georgetown University 

McCourt School of Public Policy, 2019). Effective patient 

communication techniques can improve provider-patient 

communication and patient autonomy to navigate the 

healthcare setting.   

The act and art of nursing do not only account for 

invasive measures and carrying out orders this also includes 
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non-invasive interventions, such as communication. 

Nursing is care, support, guidance, education that we 

provide to the patient, doctor and their family/caregiver. 

Giving the patient and their family this care can assist them 

to navigate in making medical decisions. Maternal 

morbidity and mortality rates may be reduced by educating 

the community about symptoms and complications related 

to pregnancy (Soma-Pillay & Pattinson, 2016).   

Addressing language barriers, health literacy and 

giving complex information necessitates an effective part 

of communication. Simple tactics as stopping and asking 

questions before you proceed with more information 

ensures the patient/family is retaining the information that 

they are receiving. Listening actively and using open-

minded questions will provide a smoother transition when 

relaying and alternating healthcare information. It can be 

challenging when providing education/nursing 

interventions in the telemedicine realm, however evidence 

shows when telehealth is used for communication and 

counseling or remote monitoring in chronic conditions such 

as cardiovascular and respiratory disease, improvements in 

outcomes such as mortality, quality of life, and reductions 

in hospital admissions occur (Totten, et.al, 2016).   
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Improving health outcomes  

Reducing disparities will require the participation of 

multiple systems to address the factors affecting these 

disparities. Quality improvement needs to be looked at 

every level to educate patients and make them aware of 

these findings. A national women's health strategy is 

needed to ensure improvements are supporting women, 

regardless of where they were born or their background 

(Kasprzak, 2019). Creating change to health care policy is 

challenging and how a nurse navigates within the 

legislative world, can be a perplexing process to 

comprehend.  

The latest Institute of Medicine (IOM, 2011) 

nursing report discusses recommendations for 

transformation within the nursing role, education, and 

professional leadership. Nurses have the platform in which 

they can participate to impact and contribute to 

restructuring health care. The IOM (2011) stated that:   

Nurses should have a voice in health policy decision 

making and be engaged in implementation efforts 

related to health care reform. Nurses also should 

serve actively on advisory committees, 

commissions, and boards where policy decisions are 

made to advance health systems to improve patient 

care. (pg.8)  
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This statement shows that the future of nursing is to 

ensure that nurses get involved and push advocacy beyond 

the workplace and that having the discussion in 

communities, local government and healthcare institutions 

are a must. The American Nurses Association (ANA) 

considers advocacy a pillar of nursing (ANA, n.d.).  

As nurses, we can address social determinants of 

health with our patients. This will help identifying and 

developing resources and possible policy change. 

According to Creanga, et al., (2017), clinical review of 

identified cases of severe maternal morbidity can provide 

an opportunity to identify points of intervention for quality 

improvement in maternal care. A nurse’s role is critical in 

impacting quality and promoting an advancing healthcare 

delivery system. Interventions to further enhance nursing 

research and their evaluation are crucial if we are to address 

the deficit of nurse-led patient-centered research in the 

literature (McKee, et al., 2017).   

Insurance companies can make an impact by 

delivering education and helping with community needs. 

To explore the impact of providing education on maternal 

mortality and to address racial disparity within maternal 

care, a quality improvement project was initiated at a large 

insurance provider to help employees understand and 

reduce variation in care. The purpose was to offer 

education about the increasing rise of U.S. maternal 
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mortality to improve the level of provider education and 

recognize ways to improve maternal health   

 

Methodology  

A selected insurance company provider, leads a 

maternity care program team that manages all eligible 

members between the ages of 12-50 across the US.  The 

Louisville, Kentucky team consists of 1 nurse manager and 

11 registered nurse care managers with specialized 

prenatal, labor & delivery, breastfeeding, postpartum care, 

and care management experience. They provide 

personalized telephonic care to pregnant and delivered 

insurance members. The key is that they provide education, 

guidance and resources during each trimester of pregnancy 

and the post-partum period via phone calls, email or mailed 

letters. They follow The American College of Obstetricians 

and Gynecologists (ACOG) guidelines with post discharge 

notification.   

Developing the virtual course was an intervention 

of this quality improvement project, for the team to attend 

and discuss the topic of maternal mortality in the U.S. The 

course was developed with the clinical education 

department within the insurance company. After 

researching scholarly articles about the topic, learning 

objectives were formed using Bloom’s taxonomy, 

producing activities and assessments that align with the 
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objectives and learning, were presented to the clinical 

education department. Through collaboration a 1 hour 

course was developed while allowing for the best practices 

for virtual presentations, such as adult learning and 

addressing color-blind vision deficiencies.   

The course, Maternal Mortality Awareness in the 

United States has been approved for 1.2 contact hours for 

Nurses and is accredited by the Kentucky Board of Nursing 

as a provider of continuing education credits. Additionally, 

the course has been pre-approved by the Commission for 

Case Manager Certification to provide continuing 

education credit to Certified Case Managers (CCMs). The 

course was peer reviewed by a board-certified medical 

doctor (MD) specializing in Obstetrics & Gynecology 

(OB/GYN) and a maternity care management nurse.   

The course is 1 hour in length and given virtually 

via PowerPoint. The PowerPoint course included activities, 

guided practice actions, interactive case 

study/storytelling, case study scenario, with knowledge 

assessments after each objective. By the end of the 

presentation, the participants were expected to be able to 

meet the following objectives: 1) Identify the vulnerable 

populations of maternal deaths within the United States, 2) 

Describe racial health disparities to determine which racial 

groups are at risk for maternal deaths, 3) Explain the 

importance of cultural competence in the maternal setting, 
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4) Recognize effective patient communication techniques 

to improve provider-patient communication and patient 

autonomy to navigate the healthcare setting, 5) Explain the 

importance of data collection and how it can improve 

health outcomes for both mother and baby. To measure 

learning, a pre and post test, that consisted of 8 multiple 

choice questions, was given to the participants before and 

after presentation to measure their learning.    

The course started by defining the term of maternal 

mortality and highlighting the increasing rise of maternal 

mortality within the U.S. State comparisons of MMR were 

shared and vulnerable populations were identified. An 

analysis of national data on pregnancy-related mortality 

from 2007-2016 that the CDC reported was gone over to 

reference the alarming racial health disparities that were 

found. The causes of disparities that were discussed 

included were social determinants of health and risk 

factors. The topic of cultural competency was addressed to 

aid in awareness that culture, beliefs, socioeconomic and 

social factors can impact patient access to care and 

compliance. Examples of effective and non-effective 

patient and provider communication was used to illustrate 

how to support patients in verbal and non-verbal methods. 

Ways of how hospitals, healthcare systems, communities 

and individuals can help reduce disparities rounded out the 
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courses’ topics. A question section and a copy of the 

references were also specified at the end of the course.   

 

Results  

There were a total of 12 participants that attended 

the virtual meeting. The ages of the participants ranked 

from 34 to 66 years of age, with the median of 49 years. 

The average time worked in the department is 12.2 years 

and the average time that the individuals worked in 

maternal health area is 23.58 years. The pretest scores 

revealed 90 percent correct and the posttest scores resulted 

in 98% correct. There was an overall 8 percent increase of 

knowledge after facilitating the presentation and 

educational materials. A two-tailed paired T-test was 

conducted to compare the difference between the “pre” and 

“post” test scores for significance. There was no significant 

statistical difference in the score for the amount of correct 

answers pre (M=7.25, SD=1.11) and post (M=7.83, 

SD=0.15) conditions; t(11)=-1.62, p=0.13.   

The 3 main questions that were commonly missed 

addressed the increasing trend of maternal mortality in the 

United States, identifying which group of states have the 

highest maternal mortality rates, and that both patients and 

clinicians hold their own set of values stemming from 

individual life experience and, in some cases, cultural 

backgrounds. Participants commented that it is an 
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important topic and they were glad to attend to further their 

understanding and that they felt empowered by the 

knowledge.   

 

Discussion  

Due to the constant changing, we have to keep 

ourselves informed with up-to-date information and 

literature that could impact our patient’s health and care we 

provide. It is also equally important for medical employers 

to take a look at current policies to adapt with the changing 

populations’ needs. Understanding where the nation stands 

on the global scale of health care reform and establishing a 

comprehensive approach for promoting activism is 

important to the field of nursing and health care. Ethical 

considerations have to be taken into consideration, as 

everyone desires the right to equal and fair treatment.   

Although, there was no statistical significance 

found, this study indicates clinical significance. By 

implementing this performance improvement, this allowed 

expansion of the clinicians' knowledge and critical thinking 

in order to gain a detailed picture of maternal risk among 

minorities. Systemic change needs to take place to create 

change in the community and healthcare policy. This 

performance improvement also provided an opportunity to 

gain insight from an individual’s level (the clinician) and at 

the organizational level at a large, what the company does 
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when higher rates of mortality are found. The U.S. 

concerns of healthcare include financial instability of 

providers, relatively lower rates of health insurance among 

rural residents and shortages of health professionals 

(Rechel, et al., 2016).   

Pushing to challenge ways of thinking and breaking 

down silos to discover new ways is a great system for 

change and growth. Shifting this paradigm requires a 

change at the legislative and societal level. Furthermore, 

nursing willingness to move into the sectors of health care 

politics and policy needs to be emphasized just as skilled 

quality health care delivery is communicated. It is my 

anticipation that delivering this training of maternal 

mortality, allowed the participants and manager to review 

their internal quality measures and modify their 

assessment/intervention tools. Having the knowledge is one 

piece of being informed however implementation drives 

change and can better health outcomes.   
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Tables  

Table 1  

State   
Maternal deaths per 
100,000 live births (2011-
2015)   

Georgia   46.2  

Louisiana   44.8  

Indiana  41.4  

New Jersey  38.1  

Arkansas  34.8  

Texas  34.3  

Missouri   32.6  

California   4.5  

Massachusetts  6.1  

Nevada  6.2  
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Emotions are complex things, specific to each 

individual, yet common in some respects.   Our faces are a 

tool of expression that can be a blank slate or show the 

world exactly how we feel.   Emotions are experienced 

introspectively; and although some of us can read other 

peoples’ emotional states very well, it is difficult to define 

or classify them in the rigid terms of science.   Emotions, 

like consciousness, are a personal matter, marked by past 

experiences, shaped by society, influenced 

by genetics.   Each person is different inside, with minute 

differences in our genetic code (except for identical 

twins), yet we have the same muscular anatomy in the 

physical structures of our face.   Facial expression of 

emotion is a complex pattern of a sequence of perception, 

cognition and physical reaction that takes place in order 

to communicate with another individual in a group.  Facial 

expression means nothing without another individual or a 

society to evaluate and interpret it; otherwise the 

“look” would just be a contraction of muscles in the 

face.  Our communication is so deep and complex, adding 

our facial expressions to our verbal exchanges enhances the 

levels on which we understand and connect.  A warm smile 

from another person can lift your spirits instantly.   Sadness 

on another’s face causes an impulse to comfort and 

console.  Humans can detect deceit and danger from just a 

glance at another’s face.  Facial expression of emotion is a 
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product of direct evolution, is a combination of both and 

innate and learned behaviors, is different between males 

and females, and contributes to the development of social 

interaction that increases group survival.  

Communication is passed down from generation to 

generation and facial expression of emotion is a product of 

direct evolution.  Richard Dawkins gives a simple 

explanation of evolution in his book The Selfish Gene 

(1976).  Dawkins tells us that every organism is specifically 

and functionally specialized for solving different adaptive 

problems that arose during its evolutionary history.  These 

problems vary from digestion to temperature regulation; 

mate choice to heart rate regulation; territory size 

to kin recognition.   All of these individual adaptations in a 

“survival machine” are managed ultimately 

by a selfish gene, whose ultimate goal is to survive through 

reproduction.   In order to survive though, sometimes the 

selfish genes have to work in groups, or be triggered by 

other genes; a master program that coordinates the right 

action at the right time.   Communication is one of these 

programs, one that must be delivered and received with 

accuracy to be effective; the face and its myriad of 

muscles are one form of communication that has evolved in 

humans.  The programs are built at a level that helped our 

ancestors survive in an environment completely different 

than our current one but have stayed with us.  An 
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illustrative example:  You are hiking through the woods 

with a group of friends.   You hear a loud crashing off in 

the distance and it is coming closer.   Survival programs 

kick in, programs that have been honed and refined in your 

genetic code for generations.  Your physiology changes, the 

heart rate accelerates, adrenalin spikes, blood rushes to the 

periphery in preparation of fight or flight (McCurry 

2007).  The face also responds with certain muscle 

contractions making the fear face (Ekman 1982).   From an 

evolutionary point of view, these changes in physiology, 

including the fear grimace, are adaptive changes that 

developed over time to increase survival chances when 

faced with danger.  If another person were near you, 

they wouldn’t be warned of impending doom by your 

heart rate, they would read the expression on your face and 

begin to experience their own physiological response to 

danger.     

      There are two schools of thought when explaining the 

origin of facial expressions of emotion:  the universalist 

and the socio-cultural position.  The universalist camp was 

started by Darwin as a side note to his Theory of Evolution 

(Hess & Thibault 2009). The basis of the universalist 

theory is that there are six basic or primary facial 

expressions that are common to all humans in the 

emotional meaning they convey.  There is extensive 

research on emotion recognition across cultures: older 
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studies demonstrated that pictures of Americans expressing 

basic emotions could be recognized with accuracy in both 

literate and pre literate cultures (Ekman 1972; Izard 1971, 

Haidt 1999).  This collective evidence supports the theory 

that individual emotions may have evolved separately to 

solve distinct problems for human survival.   Multiple 

studies have identified common expressions for emotions 

across cultures: Happiness, sadness, fear, disgust, anger and 

surprise (Darwin n.d.; Ekman 1972; Izard 

1994; Cordaro 2019).  Ekman and Friesen (1975) created a 

process to systematically analyze each of the common 

facial expressions and then developed the Facial Action 

Coding System or FACS.  They specifically identified 

“signals in each part of the face that convey the messages 

of fear, surprise, sadness, happiness, anger and disgust 

(Ekman and Friesen, 1975, p12).  The parts of the face they 

identified as being the most expressive are the brows and 

the forehead, the eyes and the eyelids, and the lower face 

(which includes the nose, mouth, cheeks and 

chin).    Ekman and Friesen further noted that different 

emotion displays can be blended together to produce more 

complex secondary emotions; for example, contempt can 

be a combination of the closed anger mouth on the disgust 

face (Ekman and Friesen, 1975 p 93).     

Charles Darwin thought that facial expressions of 

emotion evolved over time and were adaptive.  In 
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Expression of the Emotions in Men and Animals 

Darwin theorized that expressions were originally a part of 

a process that protected an organism, but also 

communicated with others.   He saw this as an adaptive 

trait, noting that it was important to the welfare of mankind 

(Darwin, n.d.).   Darwin considered emotional expression 

to be a manifestation of an underlying emotional state, and 

served some function, in the same way that an elevated 

heart rate or a contraction of the pupils serves a function 

during confrontation (Hess & Thibault, 2009).  Darwin 

explored the concepts of why we express emotions in the 

way that we do; why do we  frown in anger and smile with 

happiness?  His explanations were given without the 

genetic research and body of medical knowledge we have 

available to us now, yet his powerful observations of 

human and animal behaviors still provide the basis for the 

current theories that exist today (Hess & Thibault, 

2009).  In fact, a 2016 survey of specialists in the field of 

emotion revealed that Darwin’s early claims regarding the 

universality of some facial expressions 

were still supported by a majority (Ekman 2016).    

Izard (1994) takes Darwin’s theory a bit further and 

describes the practice of associating a specific emotion 

expression and a specific emotional feeling and refers to it 

as the expression-feeling link:  
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“In the framework of folk psychology, a particular 

expression like a smile is a sign when there is 

sufficient converging information to indicate that 

the expresser is happy…. A smile may be only a 

symbol, without a simultaneous underlying joy 

experience, when it is a set of cortically mediated 

facial movements used merely as a social greeting 

or to deceive the observer.  However, even the 

status of the cortical smile as a symbol is due to the 

frequent association of the genuine smile with 

concomitant feelings of joy” (pg 288).  

 

The increased need for visible displays of facial 

expressions, capable of carrying an increased amount of 

information about probable future behavior, can be seen 

to increase directly with how social a group is.  In general, 

the more social a mammal is, the more exaggerated the 

facial display is (Andrew 1962).    When chimpanzees are 

compared to the solitary bear, one can clearly see a 

difference in the amount and variety of facial 

expressions.   According to Andrew (1962), it is reasonable 

to look for some difference in social structure to account 

for the varying levels of facial mobility.   If we go further 

and apply this concept of comparison to chimpanzees and 

humans, the difference is there in how many (quantity) and 

how well (quality) expressions are used to 
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communicate (Parr and Waller 2006).  Thus, it can be 

inferred that facial emotion expression is a process of 

continuous evolution because of this increase in quantity 

and quality of expressive communication.   

On the other side of the coin, there are scientists 

who think that Darwin, Ekman and Izard had too much of a 

Western bias built into their research; cultural or social-

constructionist side are very critical of the body of evidence 

produced separately by Ekman and Darwin.  Their 

criticism is based on the photographs used; they are 

isolated images, posed and chosen according to a Western 

theory of emotion (Elfenbein et al 2002).    Jack et al 

(2009) point out that East Asian cultures tend to focus on 

the eyes when judging facial expressions, whereas western 

cultures focus on the eyes and the mouth.   Rules of 

socially appropriate conduct are also seen as an 

influence on both facial expressions and interpretation 

(Effenbein 2002, Jack 2009).   

Regardless of which school of thought you go 

with, there is no denying the results that indicate people can 

successfully identify certain emotions on faces.  These 

emotional “faces” were created by natural selection that 

occurred when an early human responded over and over to 

a particular recurrent situation.  These responses and 

communication with certain facial features over a stretch of 

time have caused changes at the level of the selfish gene, 
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making them a commonality among all humans. From 

a social perspective, sometimes it is beneficial to share your 

emotional state with others, and other time it is not a good 

choice. Having a “Poker Face” in some situations is 

probably a selective advantage; but people will deliberately 

lie and micro-expressions in the face leak out without 

the individual’s knowledge (Ekman 1985). This 

suggests that certain emotion programs are deep seated and 

involuntary, just like the basic six facial emotions (Ekman 

1985, Izard 1994, Haidt 1999).   Over time, if 

natural selection chose communicating basic emotions with 

the face, these programs would be in our genetic code, 

across our species.   

      The role of gender in facial expression of emotions is 

an important variable to consider in studies involving 

emotional expression.   A meta-analysis of 75 studies by 

Hall (1978) revealed that females are reliably more 

accurate than males in decoding facial expressions.  The 

author suggests that the explanation of this is that females 

are “wired” from birth to either be very astute at reading 

nonverbal cues or learn very quickly (Hall 1978).  While 

Hall’s analysis was for studies conducted prior 

to 1975, more recent research has continued to support the 

theory that females are better at reading emotional 

expression than males.  Hampson, van Anders and Mullin 

(2006) conducted a study that showed women were faster 
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than men at recognizing both positive and negative facial 

expressions; furthermore, there was nothing to indicate that 

the female superiority in emotion recognition was learned 

through prior childcare experience.  This evidence lends 

support to the idea that the ability to quickly read facial 

expressions in her children or threatening signals from 

other adults would increase the survival chances 

of a female’s offspring.  Dawkins would tell us the selfish 

gene is expressing itself here: A weaker child-bearing 

female would have a much greater survival chance for her 

and her children in a male dominated society if she could 

read their faces and predict their behavior.  

      This leads me to the statement I made that emotional 

expression is both innate and learned.   Ekman and 

Friesen (1971) studied a group of New Guinean people 

that had little to no exposure to Western Culture.  The study 

clearly had support for the hypothesis that certain facial 

expressions are universally recognized as being associated 

with certain emotions.  The New Guineans were able to 

identify “facial muscular patterns” (Ekmand & Friesen 

1971).  Infants as young as 2 to 3 months of age 

can also recognize happiness, sadness, anger and fear 

(Bornstien 2011).    Thus, we are born with this ability to 

read another human being’s face and recognize certain 

communications, yet infants have to learn how to process 

what they are programmed to recognize (Bornstein 
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2011) and this is where the learned part comes in.    Sugita 

(2008) studied infant monkeys that were reared with no 

exposure to any face for 6 to 24 months; they were then 

exposed to human or monkey faces for several 

months.   The monkeys preferred the face they were 

exposed to and started to show a loss in the ability to read 

the other (monkey or human) face.  The author notes that 

“These results indicate the existence of an experience-

independent ability for face processing as well as an 

apparent sensitive period during which a broad but flexible 

face prototype develops into a concrete one for efficient 

processing of familiar faces” (Sugita 2008, 394).  Although 

not human, it is seen that infants are born with an ability to 

recognize faces and expressions, yet they have to learn 

what some of these expressions are communicating.  This 

ability also develops over time in humans, just as 

vocabulary does.  Perhaps this is why deceit is so easily 

misinterpreted by young children; they recognize the smile 

from the stranger offering candy but have not yet learned 

that some smiles hide something to be feared (Ekman 

1985).  

Emotional expression has been studied for more than 

100 years, going back to Darwin, who theorized that facial 

expressions are adaptive and universal.   Little has changed 

from this initial proposal.   We now have a better and deeper 

understanding of how variables such as age, gender and 
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culture may affect the perception and ability to read an 

expression, our social interactions are deeper and more 

complex in part because we use our faces (along with words) 

to express emotions.   Both the expression, and the ability to 

interpret, emotional facial expressions lead to more 

successful interpersonal relationships and a communication 

level that continues to allow human beings to be successful 

“survival machines”.  
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Abstract  

  

This paper analyzes Chinese media such as 

posters, photographs and a poem in relation to the 2008 

Sichuan earthquake in order to understand the ideas behind 

Chinese propaganda and soft power. Using Althusser’s 

theory on ideological state apparatuses and Martin Jacques’ 

discussion of China as a civilizational state will help to 

underscore those ideas. The public relations success of 

Premier Wen Jiabao after the 2008 Sichuan earthquake was 

an important example of a disaster as political narrative 

with its roots connected to the idea of China itself. This rich 

narrative draws from China’s Confucian and Communist 

heritage for political stability.  

Keywords: Communism; Propaganda; Ideology; 

Confucianism; China; Soft Power; Political Performance  
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Since the 2008 Sichuan earthquake, a number 

of historians, sociologists and economists have tried to 

better understand how the Chinese government managed 

the disaster. The endeavor of this project is to understand 

how the Communist Party of China viewed itself during the 

disaster through its propaganda and to consider 

the particular narratives used by the government to justify 

its role as the ruling party. The research assumes that the 

pursuit of these answers is critical due to the influence of 

China’s economy and the fact that the CPC is one of the 

largest political parties in the world. The Chinese 

government is well-aware of its Confucian and Communist 

heritage and draws strength from the two in order 

to maintain its base of political legitimacy.  

A number of methodologies have influenced the 

way scholars talk about propaganda, but this research will 

focus on Marxism and the work of Althusser. This focus is 

justified given that Marxism remains the official ideology 

of the Chinese government. Many Western scholars have 

gradually moved toward a semblance of objectivity, and 

there are even a handful who hold a positive view of the 

People’s Republic of China. One of the most significant 

ideological gains since the 1960s is an understanding that 

the United States uses its own forms of propaganda, and 

that acknowledgment makes an even-handed analysis of 

China within academia’s line of sight. Some consideration 
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will be given to the propaganda model of Herman and 

Chomsky, but Althusser’s work on ideological state 

apparatuses is more precise for the goals of the research.   

If a research paper is writing about a problem, then 

it follows that a historiographical essay is researching a 

problem within a problem. 1  

China is a subject where many otherwise well-educated 

people believe they have all of the answers. Although gains 

have been made in academia with respect to China Studies, 

there are still widespread misconceptions about 

China.2 Economist Dr. Richard Wolff earned his degrees 

from Harvard, Stanford and Yale, but never actually 

studied Marx within the curriculum. His is argument is that 

this omission was part of a 70-year moratorium in the 

United States against the study of Marxism.3 Dr. Richard 

Wolff and Martin Jacques have helped normalize a 

conversation about China with their academic research and 

lectures around the world. Objectivity should not be 

                                                           
1 Louis Althusser, Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses, France, (Monthly Review Press, 1971), 15 

2 Martin Jacques, When China Rules the World: The End of the Western World and the Birth of a New Global Order 

(New York, NY: Penguin Press, 2009), 196.  

3 Richard Wolff, Capitalism vs. Socialism: A Soho Forum Debate, Uploaded by Reason 

TV, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YJQSuUZdcV4  
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confused with neutrality, because Wolff and Jacques are 

both prominent Marxists.  

With the apparent decline of authoritarian rule 

under the aegis of monarchy, military men or state 

socialism, it seemed that the idea of liberal democracy was 

not only dominant, but that it would continue to inform 

most political evolutions in the future, or so it was argued 

by Francis Fukuyama. Fukuyama’s work strengthened the 

moratorium against understanding Marxism for a time, so 

Jacques and Wolff have certainly had to grapple with 

him in order to advance the conversation.4 With social 

media and high-speed internet becoming the norm, even the 

People’s Republic of China has a small voice in the United 

States, which might be best understood as soft 

power. It’s useful to note that not all expressions of soft 

power are propaganda, but all soft power arguably has a 

relationship with propaganda.   

In a 2010 issue of Cultural Critique, 

Daniel Vukovich argues that orientalism is still prevalent 

enough in the minds of academics and the general 

population that they think of it as common sense. Despite 

its integration into academia and its progressive 

intentions, Vukovich says that Post-Colonialism has done 

                                                           
4 Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York, NY: Penguin Press, 1992), I-III.  
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little to uproot problems like orientalism, because the 

institution of China Studies never had “a process of 

decolonization” or a movement away from the Cold War 

mentality. The author says that serious 

scholarship on China did not begin until after the death of 

Mao Zedong in 1976.5  

Herman and Chomsky were analyzing propaganda 

in the West, which shows that such a way of transmitting 

ideas is not unique to the mysterious Red China. They 

popularized the critical idea of “worthy and unworthy 

victims.” One of the points they make is the difference in 

media coverage of political violence carried out by the U.S. 

and its allies versus that of so-called enemy countries. An 

example would be the murder of Jerzy Popieluszko in 

socialist Poland by the police getting far more attention in 

the American press than the similar killing of Oscar 

Romero. While they are not Marxists, the authors are 

certainly left-leaning thinkers who articulated a very 

influential argument about American propaganda and 

media.6 

                                                           
5 Daniel Vukovich, “China in Theory: The Orientalist Production of Knowledge in the Global Economy.” (MN: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2010) 156-161.  

6 Edward S. Herman. Noam Chomsky, Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media (New York, 

Pantheon Books, 2002) location 1880.  
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China’s usual critics were noticeably silent as Wen 

Jiabao quickly and capably came to the aid of the victims in 

Sichuan.  He represented a powerful image of the Chinese 

government as a competent and benevolent force. 

Language used by intellectuals such as Arendt and Zizek 

have consistently remained part of what Vukovich calls a 

“colonial discourse.” In fact, some of the most respected 

scholars have been guilty of ignoring China’s democratic 

experiments, the complexity of their politics and 

the relative popularity of their government. In the West, 

especially in the US and Great Britain, much of what 

comes out of China is dismissed as propaganda, but when 

the West analyzes China, they often do so with extreme 

prejudice. 7 

In 2011, John Dotson wrote about the increased use 

of Confucian values and imagery in Chinese propaganda. 

Dotson argues that there has been decline and cynicism 

with respect to the official ideology and that this 

reemphasis of traditional values has been useful. When 

President Hu Jintao referred to the need to build a 

“harmonious society”8 he was indeed making a reference to 

Confucianism. Dotson uses the campaign against 

                                                           
7 Daniel Vukovich, 155-156.  

8 Manoranjan Mohanty, “Harmonious Society: Hu Jintao’s Vision and the Chinese Party Congress.” Economic and 

Political Weekly, 2012, 13.  
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Confucius and Lin Biao during the Cultural Revolution to 

underscore how much has changed when we look at China 

today. It’s possible that Dotson exaggerates the decline of 

communist ideology in China, but he has useful 

observations about the overlap between the two 

philosophies.9 

Althusser believes that the bourgeoisie rely the most 

on schools as an ISA, after replacing the church as the 

dominant one.  This project considers Chinese ISAs along 

with propaganda posters, poetry and photographs in order 

to grasp the sophistication and reach of Chinese 

propaganda and soft power in relation to its culture and 

history. Something interesting happens when people look 

through the lens of ideology to interpret the world. 

Althusser says that worldviews are imaginary, that is, they 

reference reality without being a part of it. One of the 

reasons ideology is so successful has to do with its 

invisibility. It usually happens without people being aware 

of it. For Althusser, the idea of free will seems to be 

something of a delusion, because he argues that every 

individual is a subject, meaning that every person takes 

cues or follows instructions from a higher authority.10
 

                                                           
9 John Dotson, “The Confucian Revival in the Propaganda Narratives of the Chinese Government” USCC Research, 

2011, 3-4   

10 Louis Althusser, 23.  



   
 

 

Graduate Research Journal: Volume 11                         58 
 

In 1967, outside observers could see that China was 

politically divided by the Cultural Revolution, and some 

even believed that the country might return to separate 

administrations under warlord rule. In his interview 

with Meet the Press, Lee Kuan Yew showed an impressive 

amount of foresight as he gave a thoughtful analysis 

regarding the future of China. He dismissed the notion that 

China would not be unified in a permanent sense, 

predicting that the country would reemerge as a giant on 

the world stage, and that Singapore would need to be ready 

to work with them. The prime minister’s observations 

about China differed greatly from his contemporaries, 

because he had a deeper understanding of Confucianism in 

Asian political traditions and the power of an idea, China 

itself.11   

In his own way, the prime minister of Singapore was 

reminding the moderators about the importance of history. 

In his book When China Rules the World, Martin Jacques 

discusses the role that history plays in the lives of everyday 

people in China. In his travels through the country, Jacques 

encountered working-class people who could casually 

recite proverbs or stories from the dynastic days, as they 

were proud of China’s 5000-year history.12 When 

                                                           
11   Lee Kuan Yew, “Interview with Lee Kuan Yew.” Meet the Press, 1967.  

12 Martin Jacques, 197.   
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Southwest China was shaken by a magnitude 8 earthquake 

in 2008, Premier Wen Jiabao showed himself to be a 

student of history and an effective leader. His political 

genius was possible because of those who came before, 

ideas learned from ancient and contemporary history. 

While the Sichuan earthquake was a serious test of the 

system, the Chinese government was well-aware of its 

Confucian and Communist heritage, which it drew strength 

from in order to maintain its base of political 

legitimacy.13 The view of authority in China has massive 

cultural implications as well, because Chinese culture has 

successfully absorbed several foreign components, 

including Mongolian and Manchu traditions as well as 

Buddhism, without losing its cohesion or identity.  

The premier benefitted from the two major sources 

of China’s political tradition, but he had to act quickly and 

carefully. With a small window of time to perform well, 

Premier Wen arrived at the scene about 5 ½ hours after the 

earthquake, which was before most of the PLA soldiers and 

relief workers. This fast response was important because, as 

Bin Xu says, a successful performance has more to do with 

the emotions of the audience than being rational. With 

partially collapsed concrete around him, Premier Wen 

                                                           
13 Bin Xu, 94.  
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risked his safety in order to communicate with those 

trapped inside the hospital. Bin says of another scene with 

the Premier at a collapsed school, “Wen himself became 

part of the crowd”. The image of being one with the people 

has been used in the past by other Chinese leaders. It was 

used by Mao when he visited the countryside during the 

Great Leap Forward, and by Zhou Enlai after 

the Xingtai earthquake of 1966.14
  

According to Bin Xu, social performance for the 

sake of politics has more to do with cultural norms than a 

deliberate, misleading masquerade. Premier Wen’s 

“performance” with the victims of the 2008 earthquake was 

more effective with the population than his previous 

propaganda efforts and even those of Hu Jintao. With this 

sort of analysis, it is suggested that culture operates 

autonomously with the performance, meaning that it is not 

merely a tool of the state.15
 

The performer has a script in the sense that he uses 

words in a deliberate way and has interactions appropriate 

for the situation. According to the author, the scene is best 

thought of as the background and it helps to frame the 

                                                           
14 Bin Xu, “Consensus Crisis and Civil Society: The Sichuan Earthquake Response and State-Society Relations” The 

China Journal, 2014, 94.   

15 Bin Xu “Grandpa Wen: Scene and Political Performance” Sociological Theory, 2012, 121-122.  
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action. For Althusser, actions are the result of cues from 

ideological state apparatuses, which could involve 

something as common as advertisements or propaganda 

posters. Bin Xu says of the role of agency in this 

framework, “A significant event creates…challenges and 

opportunities for political figures.” According to this 

framework, the leader operates within the coordinates of 

social power. While the media are important storytellers, 

Bin Xu stresses, they too operate within the limits set by 

culture and political systems.16 Perhaps the CPC could 

control the Beijing Olympics tightly, but that was not the 

case with the earthquake. The relative liberalism of the 

Chinese media during the disaster was part of an important 

political calculation, and it showed the influence of 

Confucianism. During the disaster, the 

government loosened and tightened controls as needed, 

which is the practice of a Confucian understanding of law 

known as selective enforcement. This idea arguably 

influenced Mao when he described dictatorship as more of 

an instrument than a system.17
 

Wen Jiabao’s public relations effort was so 

successful in the aftermath of the disaster, even political 

                                                           
16 Bin Xu, 115 ; Bin Xu, 118  

17 Christian Sorace, “The Communist Party Miracle? The Alchemy of Turning Post-Disaster 

Reconstruction Into Great Leap Development, Comparative Politics, 2015, 491  
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opponents from Hong Kong, Taiwan and Tibet showed 

varying degrees of support. The Premier called out to a 

student, seemingly buried by the rubble of the quake, “This 

is Grandpa Wen Jiabao, hang on child, we will rescue 

you!” Martin Jacques noted that, historically, the family 

and state have been the only institutions in Chinese history 

with staying power. That observation helps to explain how 

Wen Jiabao, the Communist Party and even traces of civil 

society managed to work toward the same goal.18
  

The destruction of the earthquake created what Bin 

Xu calls an emotive context. A successful performance 

realizes the symbiotic relationship between the leader’s 

emotions, in this case Wen Jiabao, and the emotive context. 

The context in question exists only because of the event, 

which would be the 2008 Sichuan Earthquake. Althusser’s 

work suggests that the ruling class uses ideological state 

apparatuses, of which media are a part, to put on many 

performances.19 Media itself is poured into the cup shaped 

by corporate control or state censorship. In the case of 

China, media outlets receive guidelines from the Central 

Party Propaganda Department. The Communist Party of 

China was understandably concerned that the earthquake 

could be destabilizing for the regime, therefore Wen Jiabao 

                                                           
18 Bin Xu, 117-118  

19 Louis Althusser, 5. 
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had a very quick response time. The image of Wen Jiabao 

as a loving grandfather was so successful, partly because it 

comes from Confucianism and is consistent with the idea of 

filial piety.20
  

A potential disadvantage of this success, however, 

was that the audience would generally accept no substitute. 

Indeed, President Hu Jintao attempted to promote an 

image similar to that of Premier Wen, but the reception was 

lukewarm at best.21 Premier Wen understood, as Bin points 

out, that disasters are political. When the premier injured 

his arm somewhere along the rubble, he actually 

refused medical treatment.22 It was also the policy of the 

CPC that all victims of the earthquake receive free medical 

treatment.23 Wen’s example served as one of the 

explanations for the endurance of the Chinese political 

system. There is a long tradition, going back to imperial 

                                                           
20 John Dotson, 3.   

21 Bin Xu, 123  

22 Bin Xu, 123  

23 Chuanmei You, “How China Responded to the May 2008 Earthquake During the Emergency and Rescue 

Period.” Journal of Public Health Policy, 2009, 389.  
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times, of the central government punishing and blaming 

local authorities.24   

The caring grandfather was, on several occasions, 

involved in heated conversations on the phone with lower 

party officially. In one phone call, the premier reportedly 

said “I don’t care what you’re gonna do. I only want the 

100,000 people saved. This is an order!” The audience saw 

the premier’s anger as he threw his cellphone down, 

frustrated with lackadaisical bureaucrats. In the early days 

of the earthquake, there had been questions about shoddy 

schools that should not have collapsed, but the relative 

competence of the central government and the premier’s 

political genius were able to nullify most criticisms. 

Ultimately Wen Jiabao was even able to use the 

government’s mistakes to his advantage. Since the CPC 

could not control everything, they had to react in a 

judicious way.25
  

Christian Sorace reminds us that the Communist 

government does not share many of the assumptions 

popular in the West. With a Marxist worldview, they do not 

believe that politics and economics should be treated as 

separate, but as related. The work of Sorace suggests that 

                                                           
24 Elizabeth J. Perry, “Sixty is the New Forty (Or Is It?) Reflections on the Health of the Chinese Body Politic.” The 

People’s Republic of China at 60, 2009, 136.  

25 Bin Xu, 123  
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Dotson’s research may have been too dismissive of the 

influence of Communist ideology within China, making 

Marxism a partner with Confucianism for China’s political 

stability. The author argues that the language and concepts 

of the Communist Party of China should not be dismissed 

too quickly. Understanding how the Chinese government 

sees itself can help the scholar or casual observer better 

understand the successes and failures in the country.26
 

The language of Leninism was used heavily after 

the Sichuan Earthquake to articulate the Communist Party’s 

vision for construction. As the central government 

mobilized resources for the relief effort, it was also a long-

term goal that the people be transformed from rural to 

urban. This transformation was economic and ideological 

in equal measure. One of the ideological aspects of 

reconstruction involved “gratitude education campaigns” 

which were form of political education and a way to keep 

dissent contextualized and contained. The “Maoist-style” 

project of converting peasants into urban citizens needed a 

language that would help the CPC turn a disaster into an 

opportunity. For example, a local party school said that, 

                                                           
26 Christian Sorace, 481-482  
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“grasping reconstruction is identical to grasping 

development”. 27
  

In this particular case, evidence for the power of 

language is overwhelming. The use of Communist rhetoric 

did, at times, come with disadvantages, because some 

people believed that the government could do anything. 

Concerns that people expected too much of the government 

were discussed among academics and public officials.28 As 

part of the Leninist tradition, Sichuan academics showed 

the party’s capacity for self-criticism when they argued that 

the government’s acceleration of construction made some 

projects more superficial than successful. On the other 

hand, the mobilization was so large in scope that the 2-year 

project ultimately completed a minimum of 20 years’ worth 

of construction.15 According to Christian Sorace, Leninism 

greatly informed the belief of Chinese leaders that it was 

the government’s job to rebuild and educate the masses.29
 

Knowing that there would be disagreements among 

the locals about the construction project, the CPC used the 

slogan, “liberate the thinking” to express the idea that the 

                                                           
27 Christian Sorace, “China’s Vision for Developing Sichuan’s Post-Earthquake Countryside: Turning Unruly 

Peasants into Grateful Urban Citizens, The China Quarterly, 2014, 408-410.  

28 Christian Sorace, 410-411.  

29 Christian Sorace, 421-424 
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people themselves needed to be reformed. Martin Jacques 

had a related observation when he said that, regardless of 

the time period, China has a political tradition of keeping 

its rulers and subjects in very distinct 

categories.30 Arguably, with the points of Jacques 

and Sorace considered, it would appear that Chinese 

politics lack the concept of a constituent. The Communist 

Party used the Maoist lexicon to describe local perspectives 

it saw as counter-productive. It was the duty of the cadre, 

as they saw it, to correct problems such “collective 

irrationality” and “remnants of feudal mentality.”31
  

The party-state and China’s collectivist culture 

made it possible to shame and ostracize people who were 

thought to complain too much about the construction 

project.32   The government was able to draw from Mao’s 

writings and, in particular, his concept of “from the masses, 

to the masses.” In his work, Some Questions Concerning 

Methods of Leadership, Mao Zedong describes a theoretical 

framework that is partly responsible for policies like the 

gratitude campaigns. Mao talks about how ideas should be 

exchanged and practiced between the Party cadres and the 

                                                           
30 Martin Jacques, 207.  

31 Christian Sorace, 421-424 

32 Christian Sorace, 421 
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masses. Mao suggests that the ideas of the people are 

unorganized without the correct guidance, so it is the 

responsibility of the leaders to explain the ideas and 

encourage study of revolutionary texts among the masses.33
 

 Mao called for carefully organizing the different 

levels of party officials so that communication with the 

people could be done effectively. For example, the highest 

department should be in close contact with the local official 

so that contradictions between the highest authority and the 

division of labor are kept to a minimum.  Mao seemed to be 

concerned about the CPC becoming too bureaucratic or 

top-down,34 but Jacques suggests political participation of 

the masses in Mao’s China was not fundamentally different 

from most of the country’s political history, meaning that 

the people were still more like instruments than 

constituents.35 The idea that rural residents should liberate 

their thinking has some overlap with Mao’s Hundred 

Flowers Campaign from 1956, in that it begins with an 

open discussion but gradually narrows as ideas are 

exchanged between government officials and the people.  

                                                           
33 Mao Zedong “Some Questions Concerning Methods of Leadership.” Marxists.org, (1943)1-2.  

34 Mao Zedong “Some Questions Concerning Methods of Leadership.” Marxists.org, (1943)1-2.  

35 Martin Jacques, 208.   
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While different ideas are supposed to be heard, all 

discussions are intended to evolve within the Marxist 

framework.36 The groundwork for this type of governance 

was explained by Martin Jacques when he said that, 

historically, only two institutions in China have had lasting 

power: the state and the family.37 Some scholars have 

pointed to the importance of Confucianism to explain a 

political relationship in China, which could be construed as 

being between ruler and subject.38 In his essay concerning 

ideological state apparatuses; however, Louis Althusser 

argues that all people are subjects, because in order for 

them to participate in society, it is necessary for them to 

take cues and follow instructions from others who are in 

positions of authority.39 His work is instructive in that it 

should normalize the notion of propaganda and, with 

respect to China, discourage the tendency to revive 

stereotypes informed by orientalism. Compared to Western 

                                                           
36 Mao Zedong, “Speech at the Chinese Communist Party’s National Conference on Propaganda 

Work” Marxists.org (1957), 1-2.   

37 Martin Jacques, 208.   

38 John Dotson, 5.  

39 Louis Althusser, 13.  
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nations, China is admittedly much more forthright about its 

version of authoritarianism.40
 

The Dujiangyan Municipal Party School, in the 

course of criticizing old ideas, described the rural resident 

as a feudal-subject. The implication of this is that a peasant 

cannot be a full citizen without a process of conversion. 

Citizenship in this context is the result of political 

education.41
  

The Communist Party Schools in China would be 

exemplary of what Althusser calls an ideological 

state apparatus, because their main object is to transmit the 

ideas of the rulers to the wider population.42 In 2010, there 

was a county-level meeting between the Chinese People’s 

Political Consultative Conference and a Party secretary 

which expanded on this idea. Qing Lidong argued that a 

“culture of gratitude” was necessary to achieve the larger 

goal of “unifying the thinking at each level of society”. The 

relationship between ruler and subject and the culture of 

gratitude were showcased with slogans and propaganda 

posters spread around the area affected by the disaster. 

Slogans encouraged the people to be thankful towards the 

                                                           
40 Christian Sorace, 422  

41 Christian Sorace, 422  
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government for the rebuilding of infrastructure and, most 

strikingly, “When you drink water, remember its source: be 

grateful to the Party.” Such a slogan serves as a reminder at 

how skillfully the Communist Party is able to weave poem 

and proverb with propaganda.43
 

While the Beijing Olympics were of immense 

importance to the image of the state, the torch relay 

was temporarily suspended for a 3-day mourning 

period.44 Since the late 1970s, the state has favored 

pragmatism over revolutionary change, and this is 

expressed in the pithy Party slogan, “Crossing the river by 

touching the stones on the riverbank.” The quote is 

describing a learning process and the need for stability.   

It is clear that the person crossing the river needs a 

stone to stand on, which could be understood as ideological 

grounding, but it is also true that one does not necessarily 

know the location of the next stone. The latter point refers 

to the limits of dogmatism and the fact that learning is a 

continuous process.45 The government aspires to be a 

“learning party,” which is consistent with the Marxist 

                                                           
43 Christian Sorace, 422-423.  

44 Bin Xu, “For Whom the Bell Tolls: State-Society Relations and the Sichuan Earthquake Mourning in 

China.” Theory and Society, 2013, 526   

45 Bin Xu, 534.  
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tradition of correcting mistakes and self-criticism. More 

precisely, Chairman Mao wrote about what he called the 

mass-line, which is essentially Party cadres building 

relationships with citizens at all levels of the system.46
  

Sorace points to the discrepancy between political 

performance and the consequences of actual policies. China 

had a number of key events and challenges in 2008, but the 

Sichuan quake specifically was a test of the government’s 

overall legitimacy and ability to manage perceptions. 

Christian Sorace says that “Mao’s Invisible Hand” still 

influences how the Party makes proclamations and 

perceives problems. The CPC attempted to rework Maoist 

ideas to address the disaster and the persistent problem of 

rural poverty.  In the past, Maoism was a set of ideas which 

would theoretically help to build a communist society.47
 

The Chinese government’s understanding of power 

is that the state should play a dominant role in aid relief as 

well as rule. Sorace says that the Communist Party today 

does not predominately subscribe to the Maoist 

understanding of class or collectivization, yet its worldview 

is still mostly informed by Maoist logic, but he argues that 

the application of this logic does not always fit with 

contemporary issues.   
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The Sichuan Academy of Social Sciences described 

the reconstruction effort as, “transforming difficulties into 

opportunity, pressure into motivation, negativity into 

positivity.” At least linguistically, we can still see a 

continuation of the idealism often associated 

with communist philosophy. The government was not only 

promising to rebuild, but they wanted to use the disaster as 

an opportunity to fix long-standing problems.48
 

As Sorace says, the government’s concerns with 

managing perceptions for the sake of legitimacy could be 

seen as part of a “Maoist reflex.” Considering the optimism 

and vision of the post-quake propaganda, one could draw 

comparisons to the Great Leap Forward. In both cases, a 

theory is being promoted which will supposedly lead to 

immense strides in economic growth. While China is 

certainly a participant in the reality of global capitalism, its 

goals and policies are beamed through a Marxist political 

prism. While he focuses on Mao, Sorace also considers the 

influence of Deng Xiaoping Theory on the reconstruction 

efforts. Economically successful provinces were required 

by the government to financially assist counties harmed by 

the earthquake. 49
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During Deng’s reform period he said, “Let the 

regions who prospered first bring along less developed 

regions.” After the Sichuan earthquake, the Communist 

Party also used the slogan, “When disaster strikes, help 

comes from all sides.” This slogan is consistent with 

communist values in that it promotes working together and 

serving the community. The Sichuan Academy of Social 

Sciences explains “blood transfusion” and “blood making” 

as metaphors for combining the recovery effort with an 

accelerated development of the means of production.50
  

Sorace discusses what he calls a Maoist tendency by 

the CPC to treat conflicts of interest as threats to the 

government’s legitimacy. There is a dichotomy Chairman 

Mao used in the past, which the author says still informs 

the government today. When discussing contradictions in 

society, Mao argued that there were two basic groups: the 

people and the enemy of the people. From a Western 

perspective, Mao had an unusual understanding of 

dictatorship; he thought of it as more of a tool that could be 

used when necessary as opposed to a larger system. The 

author of the piece argues that such an operating system 

often leads to an authoritarian form of problem 
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solving.51 The Maoist understanding of dictatorship as an 

instrument meshes well with the Confucian idea of 

selective enforcement. In political practice, that means the 

Communist Party tightens or loosens its grip as needed.52
  

This dichotomy sometimes divides the citizens who 

interact with the government into enemy or friend, and in 

the name of stability, the government tries to strike a 

balance between reward and punishment. The CPC has 

many smaller organizations who work with the people, 

including the “Propaganda Small Group.” The divisive or 

dismissive term “propaganda” seems to be common in 

Chinese discourse and is intended as a neutral term. A title 

such as “propaganda department” in China functions 

similarly in the imagination to “fire department.” The title 

is simply intended to remind us of its function. The strength 

of Sorace is his understanding that authoritarian states are 

complex and actually have layers of motivation and 

technique. As the ruling party, the CPC has demonstrated a 

successful management of political ideas.53
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While these proverbs are important in Chinese 

culture, a note must be made about their ambiguous 

authorship. Even a work as monumental as The Art of 

War might have been written by a few men, because the 

credited author’s existence is sometimes debated.54 This 

phenomenon has a modern-day equivalent, because the 

authorship of works produced on the internet can be as 

unclear as ancient proverbs. The Party supported the lasting 

cultural importance of poetry, which reemerged under 

collective authorship after the disaster.55 Contemporary 

China has seen previous surges in poetry that the state was 

able to tap into as part of its political evolution. In 1958, 

poetry was part of national unity in the effort to support the 

Great Leap Forward. In 1976, poetry was part of mourning 

the death of Zhou Enlai, but also the beginning of a 

discussion which would eventually lead to economic 

reform. 56
  

One of the most popular poems during this time was 

“Child, Quickly Grab Hold of Mama’s Hand.” The 

                                                           
54 Sun Tzu, The Art of War. New York, Penguin Press, 2002, xvii.  

55 Heather Inwood, “Multimedia Quake Poetry: Convergence Culture after the Sichuan Earthquake” The China 
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emotional piece recreates and personalizes the tragedy of 

children being killed by collapsed concrete. The poem 

originated online, so it was not clear who the author of the 

poem was, and the state benefitted from this anonymity. It 

is notable that the image of a parental figure calling out to a 

child was literally performed by Wen Jiabao.57 As the poem 

went viral, it was adapted into many forms including song 

versions. One of the viral video versions was explicitly 

political, expressing that the poem be dedicated to the 

soldiers, police, patriots and Premier Wen as they served 

the people in the wake of the disaster. 58
 

What began as an anonymously written piece online 

culminated into a live television performance, which was 

fused with that year’s anniversary celebration of Hong 

Kong’s return to the PRC and featured celebrities singing 

the poem. The state’s Marxist understanding of authorship 

helped to create a rather significant display of patriotism 

and unity.59
  

The use of poetry from the internet by state media 

has a relationship with Maoist ideology. Mao Zedong 
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emphasized the importance of using Chinese folk music to 

support the work of the Communist Party.60 This was part 

of Mao’s discussion of form and content: the traditional 

forms could continue under a worker’s state, but it was 

necessary that they be injected with revolutionary content. 

At the 1942 Yan’an Talks, Mao explained the role of art 

and literature within a revolutionary movement. He 

reminded the audience that in 1905 Lenin said the value of 

artistic works depended upon their degree of class 

consciousness. With Lenin as a guide, Mao was primarily 

concerned with whom artistic works actually serve and how 

to make sure that said works serve the interests of the 

working class. Mao said that there could only be one source 

from which all art and literature are derived, and that is the 

social life of human beings. He believed it was the task of 

all revolutionary writers to tell stories describing everyday 

struggles and issues within society. 61
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62
 

Mao reminded the audience that artistic works were 

possible because of the relationship people have with raw 

goods or the Marxist understanding of base and 

                                                           
62 Lei Feng poster from 1973, chineseposters.net.  
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superstructure.63 Althusser developed this further with his 

explanation of ISAs within an advanced, industrial 

society.64 With its use of the poem about mother and child, 

the Communist Party continues to hold to the idea that 

artistic works need to serve the larger interests of 

society.65 Mao and Althusser both discuss ideology, albeit 

at different levels. Before they travelled to the Soviet Union 

for their studies, Mao gave a group of students the 

following message, “The world is yours. You…are 

blossoming, like the sun at eight or nine in the morning. 

Our hope is placed on you.” The Chairman’s uplifting 

message is a reminder of the optimism that existed during 

that time, despite many hardships.66  

This optimism was often expressed by a young PLA 

soldier who became a communist icon named Lei Feng. 

Propaganda posters would frequently depict Lei Feng 

participating in selfless acts for the good of the community. 

With millions of people travelling to Sichuan to help the 

victims, there appeared to be a revival in Lei Feng 

                                                           
63 Mao Zedong, 10.  

64 Louis Althusser, 15.  

65 Heather Inwood, 941  

66 Bin Xu, “The World is Yours! Youth and Civic Engagement from Sichuan to Parkland.” Dog Days, 2018, 191.  
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spirit.67 A 1973 poster is a good example of Lei Feng spirit. 

At the bottom of the poster it reads, “Our own army is for 

the people, the people warmly love our army.” 68
  

This poster actually contains two images of Lei 

Feng. In the foreground Lei Feng is helping an older man 

carry two heavy bags of belongings. The soldier’s smile 

gleams, as he is not worried about the weight on his back 

but more concerned with the well-being his fellow 

citizen.69 According to Bin Xu, Lei Feng is remembered as 

a sort of model citizen, possessing a loyal and altruistic 

character. Considering the contemporary as well as the 

distant past, it can be said that Lei Feng retains the 

Confucian tradition of filial piety, which is respect for 

one’s parents as a core principle for everyone to abide by, 

but it is also correct to see the soldier’s selflessness as an 

example of communist morality.70
  

In his research, Dotson noted that it was possible to 

reconcile an understanding of Marxism with Confucianism, 

which the government has pursued in recent years.71 

                                                           
67 Bin Xu, “The World is Yours! Youth and Civic Engagement from Sichuan to Parkland.” Dog Days, 2018, 191.  

68 Lei Feng, 1973.  

69 Lei Feng, 1973.  

70 Bin Xu, 191. 

71 John Dotson, 22.  
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Although this poster was before the reform period, the 

overlap between the two philosophies is quite clear in this 

poster. The second image of Lei Feng fills the right-hand 

corner of the background, but its complexity takes some 

time to digest. The second image is a different version of 

realism compared to the pair in the foreground, something 

between a man and a statue, with its modest smile and a 

gaze into the distance, an important feature within works of 

socialist realism. The face is not meant to exhibit the same 

vitality as the first image. In the foreground, the natural 

color of human flesh as well as the redness and sweat from 

his labor bring the soldier to life.   

The second image is somewhat blended, with the 

color of Lei Feng’s face and uniform matching the sandy 

background. Perhaps the distinction conveyed is the man 

and his deeds in the foreground with the idea of Lei Feng 

spirit in the background. With his gazed fixed elsewhere, 

he seems to represent the values and promise of 

communism.72
  

                                                           
72 Lei Feng, 1973.  
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73
 

The 2008 photo of Wen Jiabao comforting children 

in Sichuan is a good example of the premier drawing from 

Confucianism and Marxism for strength, and this photo 

shares some similarities with the Lei Feng poster from 

1973. Recall Lei Feng’s gaze into the distance, and it 

becomes clear that Wen Jiabao is doing something similar 

in the photo. One could say that this makes stylistic sense, 

because it looks appealing and dramatic, but this gaze is a 

common feature of Socialist Realism with a strong 

ideological component. In these old posters, the farmer or 

worker would be gazing out, looking to the future, to the 

                                                           
73 Wen Jiabao photo, New York Times, 2008. https://www.nytimes.com/2008/05/21/world/asia/21wen.html  



   
 

 

Graduate Research Journal: Volume 11                         84 
 

promise of a better world and society. It’s useful for Wen 

Jiabao to retain that style because it conveys the idea that 

the grandfather is also a strong leader who will help to 

rebuild the broken cities and towns. The photo carefully 

balances the Confucian and Communist influence, because 

Wen is clearly the caring grandfather, but also a man of the 

people.74
 

When considering Wen Jiabao’s image during the 

2008 quake, the example of a lesser-known leader proves to 

be critical for the research. As Mao got older and his health 

declined, it appeared for a time that Hua Guofeng would be 

his successor, as he was briefly premier and party 

chairman. Most importantly for my research is that Hua 

Guofeng was one of the main leaders in China during the 

1976 Tangshan earthquake.75 A 1977 poster finds Hua 

Guofeng in a cramped but cozy countryside home, having 

dinner with a family for Chinese New Year. As with the 

photo of Wen that was considered, there are at least two 

main points to them: reassurance in the wake of a disaster 

and communion with the people.76
  

  

                                                           
74 Wen Jiabao, 2008  

75 Colina MacDougall, “The Chinese Economy in 1976.” The China Quarterly, 1977.  

76 Hua Guofeng, “New Year’s Eve in the Earthquake Area, 1977 https://chineseposters.net/themes/huaguofeng-

earthquake-relief.php  
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76 

 77 

                                                           
77 Wen Jiabao at New Year’s dinner, Beijing 

Review, 2009. http://www.bjreview.com.cn/special/sichuan_earthquake/txt/2009-02/16/content_180636.htm  
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Hua is deliberately seated at the head of the table 

with eight smiling citizens. While there are important 

similarities between the posters and photos in question, the 

posters tend to be more idyllic, and in some cases every 

person depicted in a given image is smiling. It is notable 

that the eye of a photographer and the hand of an artist can 

both work in the interests of a propaganda effort, but in the 

PRC, oil paintings are usually less subtle. In addition to 

those seated, there are three along the wall behind Hua, 

with two happy faces looking through the doorway and one 

through a window. A couple of details in the home seem to 

communicate a communal spirit. First, the open doorway is 

important, because we cannot be sure how many families 

are in this picture. There were no restrictions on the number 

of children one could have in 1977, so it is possible that 

this is one large family. When one considers life in a 

commune and Chinese culture generally, it is just as 

possible that neighbors are seated or coming through the 

doorway. The second detail of note is the portrait of 

Chairman Mao on the wall slightly above everyone’s head. 

While this is definitely a touch of realism, as such portraits 

were a fixture in Chinese homes, it is also another way of 

reassuring the public.   

On Hua’s left-hand side, there is a young woman at 

the table holding a baby. She is the closest to the Mao 

portrait, and it’s interesting that her head is raised enough 
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to cover the bottom right-hand corner of the frame, but that 

none of Mao is covered. Such an artistic decision seems 

like an intentional compromise between being realistic and 

showing due respect for authority. We are meant to see that 

Hua is managing the country, seeing to the care of the 

disaster-stricken area, but all within the Maoist political 

program, symbolized by his elevated and complete 

image.78
  

The most important overlap is communion with the 

people. In most of the images of Wen Jiabao after the 

disaster, he is surrounded by people. The relationship 

between the leaders and the masses reveals an 

interesting achievement of the posters and photos. They 

clearly display a “talk of the town” moment with many 

gathered around, but they also convey something more 

personal. The personal side is expressed with Wen Jiabao 

holding a child or Hua having dinner with a family. 

According to Bin Xu, Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao revived 

the same tradition used by Hua Guofeng. During Chinese 

New Year, the leaders began to have dinner with everyday 

farmers and workers.79 The images of Hua and Wen also 

draw from Confucianism, because they are depicted as 

caring, paternal figures. 
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Bin Xu says that the Sichuan earthquake became 

part of the “Chinese national memory”, but it is necessary 

to unpack that and see how it relates to a larger 

narrative.80 An undercurrent in this research seems to be the 

idea of China itself, which is arguably what Lee Kuan Yew 

had greater insight into.81 Martin Jacques has written 

extensively about how Chinese people see themselves, and 

what they mean when they use the word “China.” The idea 

of Chinese history being 5000 years long is not limited to 

the proclamations of posters, but it is a common 

perspective and conversation piece that one could hear 

from a multitude of class and professional backgrounds. 

Most Chinese people are thinking about one of the world’s 

oldest civilizations when they refer to the idea of China.82
  

The larger narrative about Chinese civilization 

transcends China’s relatively recent identity as a nation-

state or contemporary politics.83 The scope and importance 

of Chinese history within society are of such magnitude 

that it has few equivalents in the present day, because, for a 

number of reasons, not every society has remained literate 

in its foundational traditions or ideas. In order to maintain 

                                                           
80 Bin Xu, 521 & 535  

81 Lee Kuan Yew, 1967.  

82 Martin Jacques, 196.  

83 Martin Jacques, 196.  
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such a foundation, it is crucial to practice historical literacy. 

Leaders such as Lee Kuan Yew and Wen Jiabao seemed to 

understand this, and their ability to learn from those who 

came before helped make them successful statesmen. 

Martin Jacques argues that the relationship that Chinese 

people have with their history is almost unique among all 

existing societies, because of the amount of history the 

average person knows and the closeness people feel to 

events from at least 2000 years ago.84
 

Within the mainland, the government is often seen 

as the protector of Chinese history, culture and language, 

but this is an idea that goes back about 2500 years ago, to 

the time of Confucius. In Chinese propaganda and among 

the people themselves, it is common to think of the 

government in a paternal way. Here we find some very 

notable differences from Western culture. There tends to be 

more trust of government as an institution and fewer 

restraints on its authority. Unlike Judeo-Christian values, 

most Chinese are less pessimistic about human nature, 

believing that it is basically good.85  

Such a view of authority in China has massive 

cultural implications, because the culture has successfully 

absorbed several foreign components, including Mongolian 

                                                           
84 Martin Jacques, 196-197.  

85 Martin Jacques, 198-199.  
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and Manchu traditions as well as Buddhism, without losing 

its cohesion or identity. Even at the height of Maoist 

experimentation, despite an apparent rejection of 

Confucianism, the teachings of the old master continued to 

influence masses of people even within the Communist 

Party. That is useful to remember because of the way 

Confucianism thinks about governance and education. It 

does not seem like a coincidence that a Confucian culture 

could survive during and thrive after the Cultural 

Revolution.86
 

Martin Jacques argues that power is not always as 

centralized in Beijing as Western people might think. 

While China appears to have a unitary system, the author 

insists that it often behaves more like a federal one, with 

provinces having a significant amount of autonomy. 

Jacques makes a striking statement for anyone who thinks 

of China as totalitarian. “The provinces and cities accept 

Beijing’s word, while often choosing to ignore it, with (the) 

central government fully aware of this” (206). Jacques. His 

description of the government in Beijing ignoring 

infractions or disobedience is yet another example of 

selective enforcement, a Confucian understanding of 

politics. The author goes as far to say that the masses were 

still excluded in a way from politics during Maoist 
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experimentation, which would still be consistent with 

Confucianism (Jacques, 207). With its Confucian culture, 

the Chinese government continued to behave as a sort of 

parent during the disaster, but the research has found 

several examples of restraint and good judgement.87
 

Within its own borders, China never had an 

organization comparable to the East India Company or 

Catholic Church as competing centers of power. Chinese 

culture has mostly emphasized a particular way of thinking 

about the rulers and the family. Those are the institutions 

which have historically governed the people. This also 

means there are little to no lobbies in China as they are 

commonly understood, because the merchant class did not 

emerge as an independent competitor.88 Again, the work of 

Althusser must be consulted. Given that there are two main 

institutions in China with serious political and cultural 

power, it stands to reason that China’s ISAs have less 

variation mixed with fewer cloaked intentions than the 

West, but their purpose and operations are not 

fundamentally different from other countries.89   

In an interview with John Pilger, businessman and 

CPC member Eric Li summed up some differences about 

                                                           
87 Martin Jacques, 206-207  

88 Martin Jacques, 208.  

89 Louis Althusser, 12.  
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the Chinese political tradition. Pilger’s questions were 

informed by the assumption that China had become a 

capitalist country, but Mr. Li corrected him. Li argued that 

capital itself does not function the same way in China, 

because it does not have its own independent set of rights. 

Overall, capital is not permitted to transcend political 

authority, 90 because of the Confucian understanding of the 

state, which the Communist Party has reformed and 

modernized.91 On the role of history in Chinese 

society, Jin Guangtao said, “China’s only mode of 

existence is to relive the past.” Party officials and farmers 

alike tend to place a very high value on drawing strength 

from tradition.92  

Outside observers have erroneously predicted, with 

some regularity, the collapse of the People’s Republic of 

China.93 Lee Kuan Yew stood out in the 1960s because of 

his foresight and historical literacy. By 2008, predictions 

were once again made about the demise of the PRC, but the 

Sichuan earthquake as a political event was able to overturn 
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91 John Dotson, 22.  

92 Martin Jacques, 197.  
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most of China’s detractors.94 The worldview of the Party 

was arguably just as important as the actual construction. 

Chinese ISAs revealed critical, political threads such as 

Socialist Realism in old posters and modern photography 

and classic platitudes within Party slogans. With an 

understanding of its Confucian and Communist past, the 

CPC carefully and capably contextualized its role as the 

ruling party within the larger narrative of Chinese history, 

cleverly applying proverb and poem, sometimes 

presciently, to its political needs in the wake of the 

disaster.  
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In his book, The Selfish Gene, Richard Dawkins 

presents a social theory based on natural selection in which 

the genetic material made from our, or any species, DNA, 

known as “genes”, is not only the very foundation of life 

but is the driving force behind reproduction and survival.   

Our genes are selfish because they will do whatever is 

necessary to replicate and reproduce. With the evidence of 

our existence so clearly stated through our biology, it begs 

the question, what if anything makes Homo 

sapiens different from any other species?  What makes us 

human? This paper will discuss three traits associated with 

humanity:  language, consciousness, and altruism, as well 

as explore the difference these traits have between Homo 

sapiens and nonhuman primates and evolutionary 

precursors to Homo sapiens. Humanity has evolved in 

Homo sapiens, qualitatively humans are no different from 

other species, quantitatively they are very different with the 

cumulativeness of these differences found in their capacity 

for free will and the ability to overcome the primitive 

biological urges of their selfish “genes”.    

   A few points to consider in discussing specific traits 

associated with humanity are continuity and function. If a 

trait is evolutionary continuous from one species to another 

this would suggest that the trait builds on similar traits in 

similar species with the difference being the quantity of the 

trait. A trait that is discontinuous from one species to 
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another suggest a qualitive difference between the species. 

If a trait has been selected as result of evolution, then the 

trait’s function is direct. If the trait has evolved as the 

byproduct of another trait or ability the function of the trait 

is indirect.    

   An important quantitative difference between Homo 

sapiens and other non-human primates is their extremely 

large brains (Harari, 8). “Brains got bigger at major 

evolutionary innovations, partly through the development 

of new sensory channels or the modification of existing 

ones (and their deeper integrations), and partly through the 

building on existing machinery, a kind of evolutionary 

leapfrog (Leakey, 249)” As natural selection honed the 

manipulative skills required for tool making , a bigger brain 

evolved creating a positive evolutionary loop, in which 

greater manipulative skills required greater brain power, 

which in turn permitted more developed technology, 

causing  the brain to get bigger. (Leakey, 249) While the 

encephalization was probably selected as a direct function 

of evolution through the need to make tools, the need to 

communicate with others, and the need to develop social 

skills, which are all necessary in survival, the big leap in 

brain size and development did not happen until humans 

became skilled at cooking (Harari, 12).    

 Three million years ago the ancestors of Homo 

sapiens were mostly vegetarians, and their brains was only 
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slightly larger than those of modern chimpanzees (Wilson, 

32). By no later than half a million year ago groups of the 

ancestral species Homo erectus were domesticating fire and 

learning to cook (Wilson, 32). “Their Brain size had 

increased to mid-sized, between that of chimpanzees and 

modern Homo sapiens. The trend appears to have begun 

one million years previously, when the earlier prehumen 

ancestor of Homo habilis turned increasingly to meat in its 

diet (Wilson, 32).”  In response to this added protein in the 

diet social intelligence grew along with the centers of 

memory and reasoning in the prefrontal cortex, which was 

an indirect result of the ability to control fire and cook. 

(Wilson, 32) The added protein is the logical environmental 

trigger that catapulted the human brain to new levels of size 

and function.    

The language of humans is often considered unique 

to our species and is what makes us feel human. (Leaky, 

239) Linguist prefer to explain human language as an 

evolutionary skill specific to Homo sapiens and having 

nothing to do with communication in higher primates. 

Linguists argue that language is discontinuous and 

qualitative. They point to grammar as evidence of the 

human uniqueness in this form of communication. “The 

way children learn language, the overall similarity of 

structural rules in all languages, indicate a kind of language 

acquisition device in the human brain (Leakey, 240).” 
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However, this would only be true if primate communication 

were not in any sense connected to human language and if 

primate cognitive skills contained no hint of language 

competence. (Leakey, 241) Also, there has yet to be found 

a neurological apparatus that underlies language skills 

found in the human brain.    

The Language Research Center of Georgia State 

University in Atlanta chose, Matata, as a subject to learn 

sign language in a study that tested the cognitive abilities of 

pygmy chimpanzee. The system used several hundred 

lexigrams, each of which had a specific meaning, which 

were incorporated into conversations, and their meaning 

explained by pointing to them, and saying at the same time 

in English what they meant. (Leakey, 243) After many 

months Matata made little progress, however, her adopted 

baby, Kanzi, seemed to understand the requests and 

instructions that were being made from the lexigrams and 

orally. Kanzi had learned words not by formal instruction, 

but by just watching and listening, much the same way 

human infants do. (Leaky, 243) Kanzi now has a large 

vocabulary and has the comprehension to respond to 

complex instructions. (Leaky, 244) “It tells us that ape 

brains, which are the same size and organization as the 

brains of Homo ancestors, the cognitive foundations on 

which human language could be built were already present 

(Leakey, 244).” Language skills appear to be firmly rooted 
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in the cognitive abilities of higher primates which signifies 

language skills are continuous. (Leakey, 245) An even 

more convincing argument would be that communication 

was selected for through evolution directly, and language 

skills developed as an indirect result. (Leakey, 245) Either 

way, the seed of language had already been planted in our 

prehumen ancestors.    

Harry Jerison, of the University of California at Los 

Angeles, who has studies brain evolution throughout the 

animal kingdom concludes that greater language skills 

resulted not primarily as a means of better communication, 

but from our need to build mental models in our heads. 

(Leakey, 245) Jerison explains that the ‘real’ world is 

specific to the nervous system of each species and is 

dependent on how the brain of the species works. “What 

the brain produces, therefore, is a kind of mental model of 

the world, a system for handling the information that flows 

from sense organs and for generating the appropriate 

responses. The integration of the sensory data, one with the 

other, is center to monitoring the world “out there” and to 

creating a model of it “in here.” The “in here” becomes the 

real world as an individual animal experience it (Leakey, 

246).” Therefore, at least in Jerison’s view, language is 

continuous and evolved indirectly as a necessary means in 

the construction of reality through mental models. Mental 

models, on the other hand, evolved directly through each 
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species and their need to deal appropriately with the world 

around them. (Leakey, 250)   

  Consciousness is often thought to be an aspect 

of Homo sapiens that comes to mind when striving to 

understand humanness.  Colin McGinn’s warns that the 

human mind must have limits to what it can comprehend, 

its own consciousness may be one of these things beyond 

those boundaries. (Leakey, 311) However, to explain the 

ineffable, a description of what we know about 

consciousness will be given. Consciousness is the ability to 

recognize one’s own existence, the ability monitor one’s 

own mental state and the awareness of one’s own internal 

state of mind and body. Consciousness is to possess a 

‘theory of mind’ that allows one to understand how other 

minds’ work, and the awareness of the consequences of 

one’s behavior. Consciousness is a product uniquely of the 

brain and is essentially the brain. (Leakey, 283)     

Harry Jerison has argued that it seems more likely 

that these advanced intellectual skills are a byproduct of an 

intellect sharpened through the need to mentally build a 

better reality and that the most intellectually challenging 

component in an individual’s reality is other individuals. 

(Leakey, 285) In a recent review of primate studies that 

included nonhuman primate tools it was found that subjects 

used other individuals as ‘social tools’ to achieve particular 

results. It was concluded that among nonhuman primates, 
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sophisticated cognitive abilities are most evident during 

social interaction. (Leakey. 301) This deception is evidence 

for a sense of self in the nonhuman primates, because in 

order to practice deception one must have an idea of what 

response its action will provoke in the target as well as the 

ability to put itself in the mind of the target.    

Studies in chimpanzees have also shown a level of 

consciousness that includes a since of self that is developed 

enough to permit intricate political maneuvers that allows 

them to place their self’s in the mind of another in order 

to play social chess with considerable ease, something 

which requires the use of deception. They often build 

models of behavior of others based on their own experience 

and they can understand what actions may provoke and 

anger, as well as which ones will elicit fear. (Leakey, 301) 

Human consciousness is natural selected because of the 

intense intellectual demands of primate social interaction, 

which requires the need to understand and outwit others in 

the quest for reproductive success. (Leakey, 294)    

According to Dawkins genes have programmed the 

ability through natural selection to learn, predict, imagine, 

communicate, memorize, make decisions, and develop 

consciousness. (Dawkins, 76) While they both seem to 

compare the mind to a computer, the main difference of 

their ‘theory of mind’, is that Leakey’s theory applies 

knowledge of contents of own mind to other organisms 
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and Dawkin’s theory of mind is the simulation of 

how reality develops to include simulation of self. 

However, both seem to agree, that consciousness is 

continuous, quantitative and was selected through natural 

selection because of intellectual demands of primate social 

interaction.    

The final trait to be explored in relation to what 

makes us human is altruism. Darwin defines altruism as any 

behavior that increases another entity’s welfare at the 

expense of its own, and according to Darwin was naturally 

selected for because it promoted the survival of the genes. 

(Darwin, 5) de Waal defines altruism in terms of, reciprocal 

altruism, in which an action or favor is given with the 

expectation that something might be done for the giver in 

the future. Another term for this is Quid Pro Quo. It 

operates on the idea of a cost-benefit analyses that seems a 

lot like keeping score of favors. (de Waal, 134) In order to 

avoid confusion, I will designate these two forms of 

altruism with the small first letter a. Another definition of 

altruism is the act of doing for others without the 

expectation of reward. I will designate this form of 

Altruism with a first letter capital A. Darwin explains 

altruism as the desire to help one’s offspring. (Darwin, 8) 

whereas de Waal explains altruism as the desire to help 

those who have similar genes such as kindred and even 

those beyond kinship ties, because according to de   
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Waal, this form of altruism, in which everyone benefits, 

promotes cooperation within a species (de Waal, 135) 

Chimpanzees have been shown to display altruistic 

behavior with the ability to share meat by forming feeding 

clusters where there is room for everyone. A video was 

shown at an international conference in which a male 

chimpanzee seemed to reward a female directly for 

assisting him in a hut by giving her one of his bounty. (de 

Waal, 143) If this is true and the tendency to 

anthropomorphize has been ruled out, then altruism also 

seems to be naturally selected for survival and group 

cooperation and is a direct effect of evolution and is 

continuous and quantitative.   

“Many of the sentiments and cognitive abilities 

underlying human morality antedate the appearance of our 

species on this planet (de Waal, 210)”. After the 

domestication of fire and human’s ability to cook, protein 

was introduced into the diet of Homo sapiens in an amount 

that provided an environmental trigger to the seeds of 

humanity that were already there. These seeds of humanity 

which seem continuous in our species are communication 

/early language, consciousness, and altruism. Qualitatively 

humans are not much different from other species. The 

genetic information was already in the DNA. The 

difference is in the quantity of this genetic material that 

humans have over their nonhuman ancestors which has 
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provided for the evolutionary growth of these traits. From 

these traits, indirectly, sprang other traits that added in the 

develop of our humanity. From communication comes 

Language, from consciousness comes the ability to 

conceptualize and think abstractly, and from altruism 

comes sympathy, empathy and the all-important, Altruism, 

in which one gives without the expectation of any reward or 

recognition, but just because one cares for others and it 

makes one feel good to do so. Humans are social animals 

and have an evolutionary need to be with others for optimal 

survival and happiness. And while it is natural for a human 

to feel that they want a part of their genetic material to go 

on, what makes us human is our capacity to look at all of 

humanity and realize that they are no different than we are 

and want the same.  It is not just about our self.  What gives 

humans the ability to do this is our free will. Whether this” 

free will” is given to us through a creator, some other 

cosmic force in the universe or through evolution is 

unknown, but it enables us to sometimes go against the 

primitive biological urges of our selfish “genes”. What 

makes us human? When you can look at all humanity, and 

you can look at all sentient beings, and when you can look 

at all the earth, nature, and the environment around you, 

and see yourself, that is when you are truly human.    
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A Comparison of the Healthcare Systems 

in France and the United States 

 

Kearschner, Kim  

 
The Healthcare System in France  

France has a universal healthcare system, which 

is primarily financed by the state through a national 

health insurance (NHI) system, and in 2000 the Global 

Health Systems Assessment concluded that they 

provided the best comprehensive healthcare in the 

world. (Guesdon-Caltero, 2019) This healthcare system 

was first introduced in 1930 along with the Social 

Security Act and was paid for by employers. The French 

Parliament has legislative control over health policy and 

regulations, and the government’s role is to initiate 

legislation and present legal regulations to present to the 

Parliament. The state is responsible for the organization 

and management of the healthcare system at the 

regional level. (Rajur, 2018)  

The healthcare system is financed by general 

health premiums paid through statutory health 

insurance which the society contributes. “The statutory 

health programs belong to the National Union for 

Health Insurance 
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(Union Nationale des Caissed d’Assurance Maladie) a

nd are represented by the union, among others in 

negotiations with entities providing medical services 

(Rajur, 2018).” Employees are associated with 

insurance programs based on their employment status 

and remain on it until retirement. Non-working 

individuals are assigned to a health insurance program 

in the general system. “The French healthcare system is 

mixed and combines features of the insured model with 

features of the supply model, as reflected in a single 

public payer and strong state intervention (Rajur, 

2018).” The state is responsible for the financial 

management of the healthcare system and ensures the 

coherence of public healthcare and is responsible for the 

quality, availability, and efficiency of the healthcare 

system.   

 

Comparison with the healthcare system in the 

United States  

The French healthcare system provides 

wide access to comprehensive health services for an 

older population than the United States, yet they seem 

to provide it for less cost. Frances’ health care 

expenditures in 2000 were equal to 9.5 percent of its 

gross domestic product (GDP) compared with 13 

percent of GDP in the United States. The French 

describe their health care system as lying between 

Britain’s “nationalized” health service, where there is 
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too much rationing, and the United States’ 

“competitive” system, where too many people are 

without health insurance. Health insurance in France is 

compulsory, unlike the United States where you can 

decide to go without insurance if you so choose. Health 

insurance companies are also not allowed to compete in 

the market like the United States does, by lowering 

health insurance premiums. They are also not allowed 

to micromanage health care the way they do in the 

United States. (Rodwin, 2018)  

Both the Unites States Medicare system and the 

French NHI provide a great degree of patient choice, 

however, unlike Medicare French coverage increases as 

individual costs rise. There is also no deductible for the 

French NHI, and the pharmaceutical benefits are 

extensive. “In contrast to Medicaid, French NHI carries 

no stigma and provides better access (Rodwin, 

2018).” In contrast to Medicare and private insurance 

on the United States where severe illness usually results 

in increasing out of pocket expenses, when patients 

become ill in France their health coverage improves. 

(Rodwin, 2018) The French consult their doctors more 

often, are admitted to the hospital more often and 

purchase more prescription drugs than Americans. “In 

France, life expectancy is 79.3 years of age for men and 

85.5 years of age for women (Rajfur, 2018). France 

ranks high on most measures of health status, and a 

recent survey reported that two thirds of the population 
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is “fairly satisfied” with the system”. (Rodwin, 

2018) France has fewer scanners and magnetic 

resonance imagining units then the United States, but 

France has more radiation therapy equipment.  

 
 

What the United States should Learn from the 

France healthcare system.  

The main lesson the United States should learn 

from studying the healthcare system in France is the 

adoption of the philosophy that health care is a right and 

not a privilege. “In France, the commitment is accepted 

by the principal political parties and justified on the 

grounds of solidarity-the notion that there should be 

mutual aid and cooperation between the sick and the 

well, the active and the inactive, and that health 

insurance should be financed on the basis of ability to 

pay, not actuarial risk (Rodwin, 2018).”  
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HORATIO ALGER FULL CIRCLE:  

The Rags-to-Riches-to-Rags Road Trip of 

“Fabulous Hoosier,” Carl. G. Fisher  

  
McTyier, Jay  

  

 MEET THE AUTHOR  

After earning a Bachelor of Arts from the University of 

Virginia (1982), Bachelor of Fine Arts from the University 

of San Francisco (1990), and a Juris Doctor from Stetson 

University College of Law (2006), and happily serving 

as registrar since 2015, Jay began the Graduate Certificate in 

Modern World History at IU Southeast in Spring 2020 to 

develop historical research skills for a personal research and 

writing project focused in 1880s Sumter County, 

Georgia.  Jay “met” the colorful Carl G. Fisher while 

reading Tammy Ingram’s biography of the Dixie Highway 

and the Progressive Era Good Roads Movement, cited in this 

work and the subject of a book review submitted for Dr. 

Elizabeth Gritter’s class, Modern America 1865-1917. 

Following and branching out from sources in 

Ingram’s notes, Jay discovered a Hoosier, previously 

unknown, who was indeed fabulous—but ultimately also a 

quintessentially American tragic figure.   

  

  

  

  



In a typical Horatio Alger tale, young Frank, 

protagonist of The World Before Him, uses clear-minded 

goal setting, regular habits, deference to elders, polite and 

professional networking, and capitalizing on an unforeseen 

circumstance, to guide himself to a position most suitable 

to his talents and eagerness.1 Alger published dozens of 

tales like Frank’s, starting in the 1860s until his death in 

1899. They functioned like morality plays for low paid 

workers arriving from overseas and rural hinterlands 

seeking employment in the rapidly industrializing and 

urbanizing America of the last quarter of the 19th century.2 

Alger preached through parables the gospel that hard work, 

regular habits, and an eye for opportunity can lift all willing 

to follow Frank’s example to the ranks of the upper ten 

percent, where the “capitalists, manufacturers, merchants, 

landowners, executives professionals and their families” 

lived.3 But even in the arc of Alger’s stories it is the 

element of chance, not pious discipline and self-sacrifice, 

that ultimately propels the heroes upward from their 

humble origins. In his tale, Frank acknowledges his happy 

end circumstances are not fully from his own labors, but 

“owing to a lucky chance that he had been” in the right 

                                                           
1 Horatio Alger, The World Before Him originally serialized in Golden 

Days (1880)[,] Reprinted in Horatio Alger, Jr., Adrift in New York and 

The World Before Him, Popular American Fiction Series, William 

Coyle, ed. (New York: The Odyssey Press, Inc, 1966), 249–252, 

accessed February 3, 2020, http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/4997. 

 
2 Ibid., Rebecca Edwards, New Spirits: Americans in the “Gilded Age” 

1865-1905, Third Edition (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 

generally Chapter 3 “Work: Moving Up or Getting By,” 104.  

 
3 Michael McGerr, A Fierce Discontent: The Rise and Fall of the 

Progressive Movement in America, (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2005), 7.  

http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/4997
http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/4997
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place to make the connection to the right person to advance 

his career; but that it can still accrue to his credit because 

“it is to precisely such lucky chances that men are often 

indebted for the advancement of their fortunes.” 4  

The dark side to Frank’s and all other Alger 

protagonists’ tales rarely articulated is that chance, the 

same force that propelled some rough-born, ambitious and 

hard-working Americans like Andrew Carnegie upward to 

levels of prosperity so unprecedented they appeared to be 

divinely assured, also operated to send some of those same 

Americans back down to drudgery and despair, despite 

their hard work and prior success.5 Such is the tale of Carl 

G. Fisher, a real-life Horatio Alger hero from Indiana’s 

rural heartland, who rose to wealth, fame, power, and 

notoriety on the speed of wheels, only to die a debauched 

drunk in Miami Beach, the city he built. But along the way 

from Indiana to Miami, Carl Fisher accomplished much by 

sheer force of his sunny, upbeat personality, savvy eye for 

promotion, and the fabled “Fisher Luck,” creating a 

national legacy for which every person who ever rode 

                                                           
4 
 Alger, World Before Him, 252. 

 
5 Edwards, New Spirits, 234.  
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safely from one state to the next after dark owes a word of 

thanks.6  

Sketching in a little of  the hero’s humble back story, 

Fisher’s tale begins in 1874 in Greensburg, Indiana, where 

he was born into a struggling family of three sons, a 

“listless alcoholic” father, 7 and a “firm-minded, steady-

eyed” mother.8  When Carl was in elementary school, Ida 

Graham Fisher left her husband, taking their three boys 

with her to Indianapolis, where she supported them by 

taking in boarders.9 Young, energetic Carl was the 

neighborhood daredevil and risk taker, running backwards 

down streets or “tightrope walking on his mother’s 

clothesline” or walking past second-story windows on stilts 

he made himself.10  But he was also half-blind: an 

astigmatism gave him only fifty percent vision.11 His first 

                                                           
6 Jane Fisher, Fabulous Hoosier: A Story of American Achievement, 
(Chicago: Harry Coleman & Company, 1953), 45-51.  

 
7 Polly Redford, Billion Dollar Sandbar: A Biography of Miami Beach, 
(New York: E. P. Dutton, 1970), 45. 

 
8 Fisher, Fabulous Hoosier, 33.  

 
9 Redford, Billion Dollar Sandbar, 45.  
 
10 Ibid., 46, Fisher, Fabulous Hoosier, 33. 

 
11 Ibid. 
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wife, Jane, says he got his childhood nickname “Crip,” 

short for “Cripple,” because he stumbled a lot and showed 

himself a slow learner, a 

symptom of being unable to see clearly.12  Other 

sources say the name came from falling off the high-

wheeled “ordinary” bicycles so much before he switched to 

“safeties” like the rest of his cycling club.13  When he was 

twelve he left the sixth grade classroom and the “tyranny of 

black-board and books that he could see but dimly” for 

good, and talked his way into his first job promotion before 

he got home from school that day: advertising for a local 

grocery store by staging sled races.14 He brought his mother 

a bag of groceries as a peace offering.15 

From that point forward, Fisher showed a knowing touch 

for promotion, of his own ideas or others, and a knack for a 

high-profile gimmick. Whatever he was involved in, it was 

sure to come with “brass bands, elephants, practical 

                                                           
 
12 Fisher, Fabulous Hoosier, 33. 

 
13 Redford, Billion Dollar Sandbar, 47. 

 
14 Ibid.,45, Fisher, Fabulous Hoosier, 34.  

 
15 Ibid.  
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jokes…bootleggers and balloons”16 in the years to come, 

but even in his early years—before he was nineteen—he 

grew master salesman and marketing skills in a series of 

jobs leading up to when the bicycle craze of 1890 took 

Indianapolis.17  In 1887 he was working as a “butcher boy,” 

also known as a “news butcher,” on a railroad serving the 

city. Wearing a multi-pocketed apron, like a butcher’s, he 

walked between the aisles and the cars selling cigarettes, 

newspapers, peanuts, and candy.18  Under his apron, Fisher 

had installed a picture of a naked woman. When his regular 

patter did not close the sale with a selected male target, he 

would lift his apron to show his surprise, get a laugh—then 

a sale of at least a cigar, and maybe a dirty book.19  

Also, among the train passengers Fisher pitched small 

volumes of the “singing, buoyant, fighting prose” of 

agnostic orator, Robert Ingersoll; and, in fact, won a 

national sales competition for the most Ingersoll volumes 

                                                           
16 Redford, Billion Dollar Sandbar, 44-45. 

 
17 Ibid., 47. 

 
18 Ibid. 46., Fisher, Fabulous Hoosier, 34. 

 
19 Redford, Billion Dollar Sandbar, 46. 
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sold.20 Ingersoll’s power of personality philosophy 

resonated with young Midwesterners like Fisher, raised on 

Horatio Alger tales of American “can-do” spirit.  Despite 

his poor eyesight, he still read voraciously and memorized 

Ingersoll’s words between his trips through the aisles. 21  

After the railroad, he worked for a bookstore, then a bank, 

but by 1891 he had saved enough money to open a bicycle 

repair shop with his brothers, mending tires for twenty-five 

cents each.22 On the well-situated site on Pennsylvania 

Street, all Indianapolis’ “sporty boys and young men with 

handlebar moustaches” riding high-wheeled “ordinaries” 

began to cluster, and thus began Fisher’s long association 

with the promotion of wheeled transportation and road 

travel. Ultimately, that association led to his best-known 

legacy, the Indianapolis Motor Speedway, which he built 

with a little help from his friends. 23 

                                                           
20 Ibid. 46-47, Fisher, Fabulous Hoosier, 34. 

 
21 Ibid., Redford, Billion Dollar Sandbar, 47.  

 
22 Ibid.  
 
23 Ibid., Tammy Ingram, Dixie Highway: Road Building and the 

Making of the Modern South 1900-1930 (Chapel Hill:  University of 

North Carolina Press, 2014), 28-30, National Bicycle Greenway, 

“Indianapolis and the Nation, the Houses that Carl Fisher Built,” 

September 8, 2018, accessed April 2, 2020, 
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For Fisher, the road from downtown Indianapolis to 

Speedway, Indiana, and racing glory, was short, swift, and 

sometimes explosive. Along the way, he became a 

millionaire for recognizing somebody else's good idea. In 

addition to repairing and selling bicycles, Fisher raced 

competitively with the Zig-Zag Cycling Club, barnstorming 

through the Midwest with his buddies;  A.C. Newby,  

James Allison, and Robert Tyndal—all of whom would 

prove instrumental to his later fortunes--and demonstrating 

his bikes at carnivals and country fairs for six years.24  His 

public promotion and participation in bicycling and his own 

bike shop became notorious in his hometown.25  He and his 

brother built an oversized bicycle and drove it around town 

to cheering crowds. He donned a padded suit and rode a 

bicycle on a tightrope between two twelve story buildings. 

In a particularly well-coordinated gimmick, he persuaded a 

leading bicycle manufacturer, Pope-Toledo, to sell him a 

“carload of bicycles at cost,” taking a $500 mortgage on his 

                                                           
http://bikeroute.com/NationalBicycleGreenwayNews/2018/09/08/india

napolis-and-the-nation-the-houses-that-carl-fisher-built/. 

 
24 Redford, Billion Dollar Sandbar, 48.  

 
25 Fisher, Fabulous Hoosier, 37.  
 

http://bikeroute.com/NationalBicycleGreenwayNews/2018/09/08/indianapolis-and-the-nation-the-houses-that-carl-fisher-built/
http://bikeroute.com/NationalBicycleGreenwayNews/2018/09/08/indianapolis-and-the-nation-the-houses-that-carl-fisher-built/


   
 

 

Graduate Research Journal: Volume 11                         124 
 

shop to finance them.26 With $250, he commissioned his 

friend, a balloon enthusiast from Illinois, to make one 

thousand toy balloons. With the other $250, he paid for a 

full-page advertisement in the newspaper, announcing that 

the balloons would be released over the city and one 

hundred would be marked with “lucky numbers” 

redeemable for one new Pope-Toledo bicycle from his 

shop.27 For a week after release day, reports of balloon 

findings kept the city enthralled. So novel and “new in 

salesmanship” it was, the stunt garnered national press; and 

the awarding of the bicycles became a public, civic 

celebration with bands, bunting, and the mayor of 

Indianapolis attending.28 

The national bicycle craze transitioned to an 

automobile craze at the century’s turn and Carl Fisher’s 

enthusiasms transitioned right along with it. From not 

registering at all in the industrial census of 1900, the 

automobile industry—with its ancillary satellite industries, 

including steel, glass, paint, petroleum, highway building, 

and machine tool production---grew to the largest industrial 

                                                           
26 Redford, Billion Dollar Sandbar, 48.  

 
27 Redford, Billion Dollar Sandbar, 48-49.  

 
28 Fisher, Fabulous Hoosier, 39-40.  
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operation in the United States in twenty-five years 29 Fisher 

was the first man in Indianapolis to own an automobile, a 

French-manufactured, three-wheeled De Dion Bouton.30 He 

opened a small garage in the back of his bicycle shop and 

welcomed anyone interested in knowing about cars to come 

look and learn. The bicycle shop morphed into Fisher 

Automobile Company, an agency for Reo, Packard, and 

Stoddard-Dayton models, and the first car dealership in the 

country.31 He formed an auto racing team with his friends 

from his cycling days, conducting exhibition races on dirt 

tracks to get people excited about cars and speed. He and 

his brothers built a pair of eighty horse-power racers, the 

Twin Mohawks, and raced them in county fair 

demonstrations until September 1903 when, with Fisher at 

the wheel and his friend Earl Kiser riding with him, one of 

the racers “ploughed through fence and grandstand and 

stopped in a poultry exhibit in a snowstorm of feathers.” A 

man was killed, six others injured, and Kiser was either 

“mutilated” or broke his ankle, depending on who reported 

                                                           
29 Redford, Billion Dollar Sandbar, 49. 

 
30 Ibid., 50.  
 
31 Ibid. 
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the incident..32 Counting himself lucky for having escaped 

his friend’s fate despite his weak eyesight, and not wanting 

to push his luck further, Fisher gave up on racing--but not 

his love of automobiles and speed. 33
 

As an active member of the Progressive Era Good 

Roads movement from his early days as a bicyclist, Fisher 

now saw the development of that movement as a necessary 

corollary to his promotion of automobiles for the masses.34 

Why would a reasonable person purchase and operate an 

automobile that moves fast, when the roads outside urban 

areas of the country were mostly muddy messes that, over 

the long-haul, regularly broke the most solidly built horse-

drawn carriages? 35  Fisher had to convince Hoosiers cars 

were safe and reliable, and a shortcoming of cars was that 

they could only be driven in daylight hours.36 Somewhat 

disingenuously, he demonstrated automobiles’ structural 

                                                           
32 Ibid., quotes from Fisher, Fabulous Hoosier, 42; “Legislative and 

Legal,” The Horseless Age, volume XII, no. 12 (1903): 319. 

 
33 Redford, Billion Dollar Sandbar, 50.  

 
34 Ingram, Dixie Highway, 28, 30-31. 

  
35 Ibid.13-14, 31.  
 
36 Ibid. 29.  
 



   
 

 

Graduate Research Journal: Volume 11                         127 
 

soundness through publicity stunts. One involved Fisher 

pushing a specially built Stoddard-Dayton off the roof of 

the tallest building in the city, after deflating the tires a 

little so it would not bounce as much upon landing.37 A 

second involved attaching another rigged Stoddard, this 

time with the engine removed, to a hot air balloon, Fisher 

hopping in the driver’s seat, and floating across the city to 

waving crowds, and making manifest his advertising 

slogan: “The Stoddard-Dayton was the first car to fly over 

Indianapolis…It should be your first car too.”38  But the 

problem of night-time driving seemed insurmountable, 

until one day in 1904, when Fisher was, as luck would have 

it, late for lunch.39
 

Early motorists had tried to light travel after 

daylight hours, mostly with kerosene lanterns over the 

radiators but these did not stay lit. Even when lit, lanterns 

provided little illumination and were fire hazards.40  Fisher 

knew as cars grew faster, the lighting problem would get 

                                                           
37 Redford, Billion Dollar Sandbar, 50-51.  

 
38 Ingram, Dixie Highway, 29.  

 
39 Fisher, Fabulous Hoosier, 47.  
 
40 Ingram, Dixie Highway, 29. 
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worse; and it was on his mind when he left for his usual 

lunch spot a half-hour behind schedule and encountered “an 

angry old man loading a tank into a battered car.” 41 The 

man was Frank Avery, who had secured the French patent 

for a compressed carbide gas tank lighting system used for 

signal buoys. However, he had spent his capital acquiring 

the rights and now was tired of dragging the contraption 

from town to town looking for an investor. 42  He was mad 

because he had left his tank burning in Fisher’s shop for 

him to examine for a week, and no one had contacted him, 

so he was taking it back. When Fisher asked him what it 

was, Avery said “It’s a tank of compressed gas that’ll light 

up automobiles so people can drive at night!” 43 That made 

Fisher take notice.  

      A deal was made. Fisher, Avery, and James Allison 

committed to a joint venture to develop Avery’s patent. 

They created the Prest-O-Light Company, a name 

suggested by Fisher because “Presto” meant “quick” and 

light was what they were all about. They sold $6,000 worth 

of stock to get start-up cash, rented space in the poor 

                                                           
41 Fisher, Fabulous Hoosier, 47. 

 
42 Ibid. 

 
43 Ibid. 
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section of town, and got started experimenting with making 

the tanks safer.44  

     From 1904 to 1913, Fisher’s company continuously 

worked at making the tanks smaller so they could be 

carried conveniently on a car, but strong enough to keep 

from exploding. Prest-O-Lights were “brilliant but 

unstable.” 45 There were explosions “almost every hour” on 

the testing floor, and because the factories held volatile 

chemicals, they exploded regularly too. Much to the 

consternation of its neighbors, Fisher’s company caused an 

explosion moving needed chemicals into an abandoned 

factory next to a sauerkraut processing plant next to a 

hospital, the resulting blast “plastering the hospital rooms 

and occupants with wet kraut.” 46  

     Despite the fireworks, Prest-O-Light grew, and opened 

offices in Bayonne, New Jersey, New York, Boston, 

Cleveland, and Indianapolis. Its success was due in large 

part to Fisher’s hustle. He had realized that the real revenue 

stream for Prest-O-Light was in after-sales service, filling, 

repairing, and replacing gas tanks. He partnered with a 

                                                           
44 Ibid. 48, Ingram, Dixie Highway, 29.  

 
45 Redford, Billion Dollar Sandbar, 51. 

 
46Ibid., Fisher, Fabulous Hoosier, 49.  
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carrier to inaugurate “special delivery service,” an 

innovation in retailing for the time, and he spent two 

hundred hours per year on trains to make it happen.47 Even 

before the explosions started, the Union Carbide Company 

had sent invention scouts to Fisher to see if he would sell 

them “the tank that could light automobiles,” but Fisher 

turned them down.48 When they came knocking again in 

1913, although successful, his business was a “hectic 

scramble” of lawsuits and logistics. Union Carbide offered 

$9 million for their company, and Fisher and Allison took 

it. 49 

The acquisition of Prest-O-Light by Union Carbide 

gave Fisher the capital to pursue other large-scale 

enthusiasms like building the Brickyard in Indianapolis.  It 

was the real “source of his magic,” the source that funded 

the great things and colorful life he accomplished 

afterward. 50 But even he realized had it not been for sheer 

happenstance, it would not have happened at all. Jane 

                                                           
47 Redford, Billion Dollar Sandbar, 51-52,  

 
48 Fisher, Fabulous Hoosier, 49.  

 
49 Redford, Billion Dollar Sandbar, 52.  

 
50 Fisher, Fabulous Hoosier, 47.  
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Fisher, who gave her ex-husband the sobriquet “Fabulous 

Hoosier” with her 1953 biography of him, reports him 

reflecting on his career: “Time and circumstances have a 

lot to do with all that happened to me, but luck played the 

biggest part. Now if I hadn’t been a half hour late to lunch 

that day…” 51  

With millions to play with, and now ranking with 

those at the top ten percent income level, Fisher looked 

southward for his next venture. In October 1912, at a 

German restaurant in Indianapolis, Fisher gathered players 

from all segments of the auto industry—manufacturers, 

dealers, and suppliers—to challenge them to raise $10 

million in the near term, to create a fund for local 

authorities to use for  materials to build out the nation’s 

roads.52 His vision declared that evening was of a “coast to 

coast rock highway” from New York to San Francisco, to 

be completed in time for the Panama-Pacific International 

Exposition scheduled for May 1915. 53  He persuaded 

enough industry figures to donate—never Henry Ford 

                                                           
51 Ibid., 46-47.  
 
52 Redford, Billion Dollar Sandbar, 63, Ingram, Dixie Highway, 45.  
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though, despite Fisher’s strong-arm tactics—that in July 

1913, the Lincoln Highway Association was born.54 The 

day it was formally founded, a cavalcade of motorists and 

motor industry tycoons including Fisher, calling themselves 

“the Trail-Blazers,” set out from Indianapolis to show the 

nation how easy it was to now drive coast to coast. 55 The 

Trail-Blazer tour, covered heavily by press of the day, did 

not demonstrate that point well; but it was not just due to 

the state of the roads. Some cars had to be pulled with rope 

from mud holes and sand drifts to get through. Others had 

to drive backwards up steep grades because the gas tanks 

were lower than the carburetors.56 But the tour excited 

enough public interest in road travel to garner a continuing 

stream of donations from high-profile persons, including 

President Wilson, that the enterprise continued. 57 

After helping link East to West, Fisher wanted to 

replicate the efforts of the Lincoln Highway Association to 

connect North and South, more specifically, a direct route 

                                                           
54 Ibid. 72., Redford, Billion Dollar Sandbar, 63-64. 

 
55 Fisher, Fabulous Hoosier, 72, 74. 

 
56 Ibid. 

 
57 Ibid., 77. 
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from Chicago  to Miami, Florida; and so in 1914 was 

instrumental in seeding and founding the Dixie Highway 

Association.58  He had singular monetary self-interest in 

seeing the build-out of the Dixie Highway, which would 

run from Sault Ste. Marie, Michigan, to Miami, Florida, 

interests that could dampen enthusiasm for his involvement 

and the overall endeavor if known. Those self-interests 

explain why he stepped uncharacteristically out of the 

limelight, refusing the presidency of the Dixie Highway 

Association when offered, and promoting instead William 

S. Gilbreath, “an unknown disciple of the Good Roads 

Movement.” 59  Those monetary interests developed from 

another series of random circumstances and chance 

encounters, leading to another Alger-fabled outcome that 

first sparked in October 1909, when Fisher abandoned his 

engagement to Emma Messing, daughter of a prominent 

Indianapolis rabbi, to marry fifteen-year-old Jane Watts. 

The newlyweds intended to take a Christmas 

honeymoon to Jacksonville, one of the proposed anchor 

cities on the Dixie Highway, but got a cable from Fisher’s 

                                                           
58 Ingram, Dixie Highway, 6, 47-48, generally Chapters 4, 5, Modern 

Highways and Chain Gangs, Paved with Politics. 

 
59 Ibid., 47.  
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business associate they were supposed to meet, saying 

“Miami Pretty Little Town…Meet Me Here.. Instead?” 60  

The Fishers liked it so much, they bought a second home 

there, and called it “The Shadows.” 61 From their home on 

Biscayne Bay, Jane looked across and saw a “strip of 

jungle,” but Carl saw a potential “sparkling resort city.” 62 

One day while exploring Jane’s jungle, Fisher met the 

seventy-five-year-old Quaker botanist from New Jersey, 

John S. Collins. Collins farmed “alligator pears” or 

avocados on the beach and had sought to build a bridge 

connecting the Miami mainland to the mangrove island 

where his trees stood, for quicker, less-bruising transport of 

the tender harvest, but ran out of money. After seeing 

“Collin’s Folly,” the sadly unfinished bridge already 

                                                           
60 Ingram, Dixie Highway, 39, 54, Fisher, Fabulous Hoosier, 17. 

 
61 Wolfsonian-FIU Library, “Carl Fisher’s Shadows: Miami Beach 

Mansion and Montauk Point Manor Materials at The Wolfsonian,” 

Happenings in the Wolfsonian-FIU Rare Books and Special Collections 

Library. January 19, 2013. Accessed February 7, 2020. 

https://wolfsonianfiulibrary.wordpress.com/2013/01/19/carl-fishers-

shadows-miami-beach-mansion-and-montauk-point-manor-materials-

at-the-wolfsonian/. 

 
62 Ingram, Dixie Highway, 47-

48
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graying in the Florida sun, and meeting the man himself, 

Fisher decided to loan Collins the money to finish the 

bridge in exchange for significant acreage and waterfront 

access on the island. Once the bridge was completed, 

Fisher invested millions of his fortune; and using mule 

teams and men with machetes, he transformed the “dense 

mangrove swamp” across from his house, to what is now 

recognized as the city of Miami Beach.63 

 By 1914, Fisher had beachfront properties ready to 

market.64 He just needed a way for wealthy tourists and 

vacationers from the Chicago area to get there reliably. 

Dixie Highway was the solution. But, shrewdly, he 

surmised his high-stakes personal purpose in having a 

paved road down to Miami might dampen middle-class and 

rural support for the road building project.65 So he 

demurred to the lesser known Gilbreath as the nominal 

head of the Dixie Highway Association.  
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By 1925, Fisher was worth more than fifty million 

dollars.66  Miami property was hot, so hot it gave him 

leverage to start a new venture, an imagined “Miami Beach 

of the North,” and he began a massive resort building 

project at Montauk, Long Island, New York.67 But luck, the 

fickle friend who had lifted him so high with chance 

encounters that led him to his fortune, ran out on him. His 

only son died in 1921. 68 Jane divorced him in 1925, unable 

to handle his philandering anymore. 69 In 1926, a hurricane 

hit Miami, damaging properties, and pushing the last gasp 

out of the balloon of the oversaturated Florida resort 

market. Fisher’s resort at Montauk completed just in time 

for the stock market crash of 1929. Not a drinker before 

Prohibition, Fisher adopted the habit to spite it; and 

                                                           
66 WGBH, “Mr. Miami Beach: The Man who Turned Florida 

Swampland into an American Riviera.” American Experience, Aired 

February 2, 1998, Accessed February 10, 2020. 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/films/miami/ 

 
67 PBS, “Mr. Miami Beach: Carl and Jane Fisher,” American 

Experience Official Site. Accessed February 25, 2020. 
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indulged a lot after he lost his son, his wife, and all his 

property interests in the crash. His cirrhosis grew so acute, 

fluids had to be drained from his bloating body weekly.70 

He had kept up a correspondence with the jilted Emma 

Messing, and in March 1939, wrote to her regarding the 

general state of his life prospects, wishing to be able  “to 

really tell you something, but so far nothing has turned up.” 
71 He died in July 1939, a listless alcoholic, like the man his 

mother left.72  

Alger lied. Not all the hero’s tales end well.  
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Abstract  
 

One assessment strategy available for implementation 

within nursing education programs is collaborative testing 

(CT). Despite it being used in education for decades, nursing 

education has been slow to adopt this active learning 

assessment strategy. CT is associated with increased clinical 

reasoning and critical thinking skills, and decreased test 

anxiety. The premise of this paper is multi-faceted. First, the 

sources and levels of evidence available when conducting 

research are discussed. Next, a literature review is conducted 

utilizing various levels of evidence available for 

collaborative testing. The strengths, weaknesses, and 

limitations of the evidence and findings are analyzed. 

Finally, the recommendations associated with collaborative 

testing utilization within nursing education programs are 

presented.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   
 

 

Graduate Research Journal: Volume 11                         144 
 

Henry Ford once said, “Coming together is a 

beginning, staying together is progress, and working 

together is success”. Ford’s words seamlessly correlate 

with the role of the nurse. For example, collaboration is 

emphasized within the “Essentials of Baccalaureate 

Education for Professional Nursing Practice” which states 

the expected outcomes of the baccalaureate prepared nurse. 

More specifically, Essential VI stresses the importance of 

inter-professional communication and collaboration in 

order to provide safe, high-quality patient care (American 

Association of Colleges of Nursing [AACN], 2008). It 

could also be asserted that there is significant importance 

surrounding the development of strong intra-professional 

collaboration within nursing. One method that could be 

implemented to enhance intra-professional communication 

and collaboration is the utilization of collaborative testing. 

The purpose of this paper is to discuss the importance of 

using evidence to guide nurse educator practices and 

analyze the evidence regarding collaborative testing to 

formulate recommendations for nursing education practice.  

  

Importance of Evidence  

The utilization of evidence to guide nurse educator 

practice is essential because it indicates that the 

methodology used is grounded in replicable research which 

supports credibility and quality of the practices of the nurse 
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educator (Keating & Deboor, 2018). These practices allow 

for the development of educational programs that are 

relevant and focused on the learner and program outcomes 

(Keating & Deboor, 2018). Additionally, the needs of the 

nursing profession and healthcare community are able to be 

adequately met (Keating & Deboor, 2018). For example, 

evidence shows the use of active learning teaching 

strategies increases student engagement and they are more 

likely to meet the goals of the program (Billings & 

Halstead, 2020). There is the need to implement further 

research relating evidence based teaching strategies and 

their association with positive patient outcomes (Keating 

& Deboor, 2018).   

 

Levels and Sources of Evidence  

The evidence used within nursing practice is never 

stagnant and is acquired from a variety of sources which 

can alter in their dependability. For example, historically, 

practices may have been performed because they were 

handed down from the prior generation, trial and error, 

tradition, or an expert opinion (Polit & Beck, 2017). In 

modern research, the evidence is derived from primary, 

secondary, and tertiary sources. Primary sources include 

findings from studies written by the researchers who 

performed those studies (Polit & Beck, 2017). 

Contrastingly, secondary sources are summaries of the 



   
 

 

Graduate Research Journal: Volume 11                         146 
 

studies performed by others, such as a literature review 

(Polit & Beck, 2017). Additionally, tertiary sources include 

systematic reviews and clinical practice guidelines (Polit & 

Beck, 2017).  

The reliability of these sources is best summarized 

with the evidence hierarchy which distinguishes the levels 

of evidence (Polit & Beck, 2017). Therefore, the strength of 

the evidence is ranked from highest to lowest, and 

essentially consist of three levels, with Level I being the 

highest level of evidence. However, it is important to note 

that there are technically multiple forms of the hierarchy 

because of the various disciplines and types of scientific 

questions requiring the evidence (Polit & Beck, 2017). 

More specifically, the highest level, the only form of 

evidence within Level I is systematic review. The 

systematic review is the strongest level of evidence because 

it includes the syntheses of multiple studies (Polit & Beck, 

2017). The second level is influenced by the root of the 

question needing the evidence support, such as therapy, 

prognosis, or diagnosis. This level is comprised of single 

randomized clinical trials (RCT); single non-RCT or quasi 

experiment; single prospective/cohort study; single cross 

control study; single cross-sectional survey, such as a 

survey; and a single in-depth qualitative study. The lowest 

level of evidence, Level I, includes expert opinion and case 

reports (Polit & Beck, 2017).   
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For comparison, another level of evidence hierarchy 

developed by the Oxford Center for Evidence-Based 

medicine utilized a tri-level approach with rankings from 

A-C (Gray et al., 2015). For example, evidence with an A 

ranking is the highest level of evidence available and 

includes consistent findings from RCTs, experimental 

designs, and systematic reviews. This is followed by a B 

ranking which incorporates evidence based on inconsistent 

findings retrieved from RCTs, nonrandomized studies with 

a control group, cohort, and case studies. Lastly, the lowest 

level of evidence is evidence level C which includes single 

group case studies, expert opinions, case series, and case 

studies (Gray et al., 2015). 

   

Background of Collaborative Testing  

Testing is a common summative assessment 

strategy utilized in higher education. Historically, it has 

been given in a more traditional manner where each learner 

solely completes the examination. An alternative 

assessment method is Collaborative Testing (CT), which 

allows pairs, or small groups, of learners to work together 

on a summative assessment which can be implemented in a 

variety of manners (Oermann & Gaberson, 2021). For 

example, some educators may choose to have learners 

complete an exam individually first, and then complete a 

second exam with a partner or small group with each 
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learner submitting their own answer sheet 

(Oermann & Gaberson, 2021). However, other educators 

may have the learners complete the exam together but 

submit only one answer sheet for the group thus prompting 

the group to generate a consensus on the correct answer 

before submission (Oermann & Gaberson, 2021). The 

learner’s individual score is then calculated based on a 

combination of the first exam, the one taken by the 

individual alone, and the second exam completed by the 

group. This total score can be derived through various 

methods such as taking the sum of the two scores, the mean 

of the scores, a weighted score, etc. (Oermann & Gaberson, 

2021).   

 

Significance of Collaborative Testing  

The application of evidence-based teaching 

strategies is essential to the role of the nurse educator. It is 

imperative for the nurse educator to understand the 

significance of CT due to high utilization of summative 

assessments in nursing education. This assertion is 

supported by the quickly approaching arrival of the Next 

Generation NCLEX exam. More specifically, this licensure 

examination will focus on the nurse’s ability to rationally 

and critically think (Dickison, 2020). The ability to 

proficiently apply clinical judgment skills will be 

imperative to the success of the learner (Dickison, 2020). 
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Therefore, the review and assessment of evaluation 

strategies available to the nurse educator for 

implementation to increase learner success is necessary.   

The utilization of collaborative testing is one of 

those strategies that can be utilized to enhance learner 

success. While there are some limitations, there are 

multiple layers of evidence that have shown the benefits of 

collaborative testing. For example, outcomes of this 

method have included decreased test anxiety, improved 

critical thinking skills, and increased motivation 

(Oermann & Gaberson, 2021). Additionally, some studies 

have found CT also improves communication and 

teamwork and encourages active learning which increases 

the depth of learning (Oermann & Gaberson, 2021). 

Summarily, with the encroaching arrival of the NCLEX 

Next Gen exam, and the positive benefits displayed to 

learners, the significance of CT as an evaluation strategy, 

and its implementation, must be considered.   

  

Review of Literature  

To further understand the impact of the utilization 

of CT on nursing education, a review of literature is 

presented. This allows for an in-depth analysis of the 

evidence available which allows for the evaluation of the 

known effectiveness of CT, and the limitations surrounding 

its effectiveness.   
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Strengths and Benefits   

The utilization of collaborative testing within 

education has been used for decades; however, it is a 

relatively new practice for nursing education (Wiggs, 

2011). In a review of the literature, Crawford (2018) found 

CT, also referred to as team testing, has been linked to the 

Quality and Safety Education for Nurses (QSEN) 

competencies through its focus on teamwork and 

collaboration (Crawford, 2018). More specifically, one 

competency reflects nurses must be able to operate 

effectively both inter and intra professionally in a manner 

that is respectful and supportive of open communication 

When this professional environment is present, quality 

patient care is achieved (Crawford, 2018). This directly 

correlates with the CT active learning assessment strategy 

because of its ability to promote learner participation, 

negotiation, and teamwork (Crawford, 2018).   

Over the past decade, several studies have been 

conducted to assess the strengths and weaknesses of CT 

within baccalaureate nursing education. A quasi-

experimental design study was performed in a large 

university in a southwestern university in the United States 

consisting of 473 participants (Wiggs, 2011). The purpose 

was to compare the findings from two groups of students 

within one course who were tested using CT or individual 
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testing. A t-test of the findings revealed there was statistical 

significance for the effectiveness of CT on academic 

achievement (Wiggs, 2011). In addition, a student survey 

was conducted which revealed learners had positive 

feelings associated with CT. They also reported increases 

in comprehension of the course content and their ability to 

apply clinical critical decision making (Wiggs, 2011).  

Similarly, a research study, of exploratory 

descriptive design, was performed utilizing a convenience 

sample of 43 Tennessee senior nursing students 

found approximately 92% reported improvement with 

analytical skills (Hanna et al., 2016). These learners also 

revealed a greater than 97% satisfaction rate with the CT 

process, in addition to positive perceptions regarding 

communication, critical thinking, team building, and 

civility (Hanna et al., 2016). Moreover, the study also 

found fewer students in the CT group had to retake the 

standardized exit examination than students in other groups 

(Hanna et al., 2016).  

A common theme that has been demonstrated with 

CT is the learner self-reported satisfaction and benefits. For 

example, Caboral-Stevens and Fox (2019) also found 

through a descriptive, comparative, and non-equivalent 

study of 35 baccalaureate nursing students that 77% felt CT 

helped their clinical reasoning and 68% reported an 

increase in their critical thinking. Additionally, 82% of 



   
 

 

Graduate Research Journal: Volume 11                         152 
 

students reported decreased anxiety levels and identified an 

increase in confidence, social skills, and accountability 

(Caboral-Stevens and Fox, 2019).   

Collaborative testing was used in a small, 

Midwestern University as a means to compare and contrast 

a learning strategy from the constructivism learning theory 

to the traditional individual testing strategy seen 

in instructivism theory (Duane & Satre, 2014). A 

collaborative testing survey questionnaire was distributed 

to 67 pre-licensure learners who took CT exams over their 

two year academic career. Review of the data revealed over 

75% attested to a high or exceptional degree that CT 

increased retention of material, provided feedback that 

promoted learning, and increased critical thinking skills 

(Duane & Satre, 2014).   

In addition to the stated benefits of CT, a New 

Mexico campus implemented this strategy as a means for 

culturally diverse students to practice language skills, 

understand cultural differences within the peer group, and 

increase critical thinking through peer collaboration 

(Eastridge, 2014). In a pilot study consisting of 30 students, 

through evaluative data, learners reported a perceived 

increase in understanding course content and better test 

taking ability. The interaction within the classroom also 

improved and students perceived an increase in clinical 

reasoning (Eastridge, 2014).  
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Limitations and Gaps  

Whilst the strengths and benefits of CT are 

unarguably evident, it is essential to consider the 

limitations and the potential weaknesses identified from the 

research. For example, only one of the four studies 

presented included a large sample size when obtaining the 

data. The other studies had small sample sizes, and all the 

studies were single university centric. More specifically, 

there is the potential for unconscious bias. Additionally, the 

various university structures and policies can impact the 

way CT is implemented.   

For example, all of the studies implemented CT 

differently and in various scenarios. More specifically, the 

study conducted by Eastridge allowed students to use 

additional resources, such as notes and textbooks, during 

their collaborative testing time (Eastridge, 2014). 

Contrastingly, the largest sample study conducted 

by Wiggs (2011) specifically notes the learners were not 

allowed to use any other sources of information. In 

addition, the scoring methodology within the studies 

drastically varied from each other. More 

specifically, Eastridge (2014) used a scale for the CT exam 

and if students scored within specific target ranges then 

additional points were added to the individual exam score. 

Similarly, Duane and Satre (2014) used a comparable 
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approach and essentially used the CT exam as a means to 

obtain extra credit in an effort to limit grade inflation.   

Lastly, while much of the findings within the 

studies were similar, it is important to note a variance 

regarding findings associated with decreased test anxiety. 

While four of the studies presented reflected a substantial 

decrease in test anxiety perceived by learners, the 

collaborate testing survey study found only 36% reported a 

decrease and 21% reported no to minimal reduction in 

anxiety (Duane & Satre, 2014).    

   

Recommendations for Nursing Education  

Based on review of the literature, this author is 

inclined to recommend the incorporation of CT within 

baccalaureate nursing programs, in some form. More 

specifically, the utilization of this active learning 

assessment strategy could be implemented with 

commercialized standardized testing products for some 

universities, or it could be implemented within courses on 

unit examinations. The literature suggests there is an array 

of learner benefits derived from this strategy. For example, 

there is imminent need for nursing students to be proficient 

with clinical judgment and critical thinking ability, based 

on the looming implementation of the updated NCLEX 

examination.   
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In addition to this, CT has been shown to promote 

environments of collaboration and teamwork 

(Oermann & Gaberson, 2021). This is directly correlated 

with an essential ability needed among professional nurses. 

More specifically, as indicated in the QSEN competencies, 

it is imperative that nursing be able to function 

collaboratively both inter and intra professionally in order 

to achieve quality patient care (Crawford, 2018). This 

assessment strategy provides potential opportunity to assess 

the correlation between the utilization of evidence-based 

teaching strategies and patient outcome (Keating 

& Deboor, 2018). When implementing this assessment 

strategy, it is imperative for programs of nursing to derive 

policies and procedures for its use. For example, course or 

program policies for grading, student expectations with 

examinations, and peer review will be needed for its 

successful implementation.   

In summary, collaborative testing as an assessment 

strategy that promotes active learning and yields positive 

learner outcomes. This assertion is supported through a 

review of various levels of evidence and is demonstrated 

through the objective and subjective data obtained through 

the research. By implementing CT within baccalaureate 

nursing programs, nurse educators are empowering learners 

with the skills and abilities necessary to be successful to 

obtain licensure, and as a professional nurse.   
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In Dianne D. Glave’s (2010) Rooted in the Earth: 

Reclaiming the African American Environmental 

Heritage, she begins each chapter with a fictional anecdote 

to introduce readers to varying factors that influence the 

African American relationship with the environment. There 

are, as she elaborates on, many reasons this relationship is 

one fraught with complexity, paradoxes, and even trauma. 

The tenth chapter of this enlightening and educational work 

highlights contemporary examples of what complicates this 

relationship today: environmental injustice. Glave defines 

this as, “the inequitable exposure of people of color to air, 

water, and noise pollution on a scale sufficient to trigger 

birth defects, miscarriages, stillbirths, cancer, and stress-

related illnesses,” (Glave, 2010, p. 129). She then continues 

by describing the concept of environmental justice as 

efforts to address systemic racism by cultivating change in 

“government policy, legislation, regulation, and law 

enforcement,” (Glave, 2010, p. 129).  

Who is responsible for, or perhaps most capable of, 

seeing this environmental justice to fruition? How can 

deeply rooted racism throughout state and federal policies 

be altered in order to rectify decades worth of 

environmental damage to minority communities? Change is 

possible through a collaborative effort across the 

disciplines of humanities, natural science, and social 

science as each discipline views the world, our society, and 
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its shortcomings differently. It is my intent then to examine 

how these different disciplines approach environmental 

injustice as well as to demonstrate that while all disciplines 

have a role to play in facilitating progress, the most 

effective approach is one of interdisciplinarity. I will 

discuss how each discipline individually approaches the 

world and its issues, how their varying approaches do or do 

not adequately address environmental injustice, and 

ultimately illustrate what these disciplines can do to 

eradicate the institutional and systemic racism that 

perpetuates environmental injustice.   

In order to grasp how the humanities make 

valuable contributions toward environmental justice, we 

must first identify how this school of thought perceives 

societal issues and its role within them. Renown literary 

critic Northrop Frye (1964) explains this in his book The 

Educated Imagination: “Our emotional reaction to the 

world varies from ‘I like this’ to ‘I don’t like this.’…Art 

begins as soon as ‘I don’t like this’ turns into ‘this is not the 

way I could imagine it,’” (p.18). Therein lies how 

practitioners of the humanities fundamentally address any 

issues of injustice. When artists, writers, performers, and 

other professionals in the humanities field witness injustice 

their response is generally to express through their art or 

their skills what this injustice looks and feels like for those 

impacted by it. This expression then hopefully leads to 
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awareness of the issue, empathy for those affected, and 

discussion of how to resolve it. In some cases, though, 

practitioners of the humanities will still attempt 

to directly influence change if they are able.   

Veronica Kyle, a representative of Faith in Place, a 

Chicago organization that intertwines faith and 

environmentalism, does exactly this. Kyle was able to 

broadly diversify the organization’s reach by making it 

more accessible and inviting to African American 

communities by centralizing environmental issues 

important to them (Baugh, 2015, p.342). Through months 

of bible study and discussion of how environmentalism 

reflects the participants’ faith, Kyle inspired others to begin 

environmental sustainability groups within their own 

churches (Baugh, 2015, p.342). I argue, however, that 

while religious and other humanities organizations can 

certainly initiate grassroots efforts within their individual 

communities, it is nearly impossible for them to address the 

root causes of systemic and institutional racism. Their 

efforts, while vitally important, merely clean up the 

proverbial mess rather than address what is causing the 

mess in the first place.  

Other aspects of the humanities, however, attempt 

to point out these root causes. We see more artistic 

expression of environmental injustice throughout history, 

especially in African American literary canon. Shannon 
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Joyce Prince (2016) provides numerous examples of this in 

her article Green is the New Black: African American 

Literature Informing Environmental Justice Law. She first 

describes a horrific scene in Hannah Craft’s The 

Bondwoman’s Narrative in which an enslaved woman and 

her dog are starved and left to die (as cited in Prince, 2016, 

p.47) She then describes Paul Laurence Dunbar’s “The 

Haunted Oak,” in which the main character discusses with 

a tree the mutual trauma of witnessing the lynching of an 

African American man falsely accused of raping a white 

woman (as cited in Prince, 2016, p.47) Prince writes that 

these examples,   

“demonstrate that when people are marginalized, so 

too are the spaces they inhabit and the nonhuman 

forms of life that also dwell there. Dunbar's tree, 

anguished at being used for a lynching, is not so 

different from an oak struggling to survive poisoned 

air and soil in a contemporary black community. 

Thus, if slavery and genocide are America's original 

sins, Crafts and Dunbar suggest that the oppression 

of marginalized people and their environments are 

linked, and that environmental injustice is the 

country's original curse,” (Prince, 2016, p. 48)  

What we can learn from Prince is that if our society looked 

to African American literature, we would most certainly 

find decades of documentation illustrating the gravity of 
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these injustices, our societal failure to address them due to 

egregious cognitive dissonance, and how these stories of an 

oppressed people should influence today’s policy 

making. It is because of this I argue that the humanities, 

while extremely adept at building inspiration and bringing 

awareness to issues of environmental justice, is simply not 

capable of achieving environmental justice on its own.   

In a separate approach from what we can see from 

the humanities, the discipline of natural science views and 

addresses issues of injustice from a different perspective. 

While they have some similarities in regards to the acts of 

discovery and creation, ultimately those working in the 

discipline of natural science are confined to the study, 

discovery, and relaying of scientifically 

proven facts (Bronowski, 1972, p.3). According to historian 

and mathematician, Jacob Bronowski, “the scientist looks 

for order in the appearances of nature…” (Bronowski, 

1972, p. 13). Through their fact-finding methodologies, 

scientists attempt to identify, for better or worse, the cause 

and effect of society’s varying scientific concerns. When it 

comes to environmental injustice specifically, the natural 

sciences are essential to evaluating the severity of the 

consequences of such these injustices.   

In a (2020) case study based in Memphis, 

Tennessee, scientist Matthew Dietrich of Vanderbilt 

University evaluated atmospheric pollution from particulate 
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lead (Pb) exposure in the air and soil (Dietrich, p. 

1). His findings showed that whether through direct 

inhalation or ingestion, adults and children alike were 

found to have an assortment of health concerns such as 

“lower IQ levels, growth retardation, and speech and 

language disabilities....and reproductive effects,” (Dietrich, 

2020, p.1). This study ultimately pertains to environmental 

injustice because it was also discovered that these adverse 

effects disproportionately impacted African American 

communities (Dietrich, 2020, p. 3). What this study lacks, 

however, are proposed solutions that would prevent further 

concentrated pollutants in African American communities.   

A different scientific study from researchers at 

University of Utah focuses specifically on the impact of air 

pollution on primary school children and the implications 

those school children are likely to face as adults as a 

consequence of that pollution. The (2020) study found that 

children in Mexico City who were routinely exposed to 

high levels of pollutants “had brain structures resembling 

older adults with early stage Alzheimer’s 

disease,” (Grineski et al., p.1). The study continues by 

correlating air pollution to lower academic achievement 

and ultimately to later struggles in secondary and post-

secondary education as well as occupational 

success (Grineski et al., 2020, pp. 4-5).   
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These studies both indicate that communities 

exposed to higher levels of pollution face a grim ripple 

effect of consequences. These communities are usually 

composed of people of a lower socioeconomic status which 

is, once again, disproportionately African American. Here, 

natural scientists have pointed out a cyclical cause and 

effect system. Through these studies, it is evident that the 

natural sciences, like the humanities, are necessary in order 

to address environmental injustice. Just as the humanities 

inspire empathy which can lead to grassroots action, the 

natural sciences present factual evidence of the negative 

impacts of environmental injustice. While the humanities 

and natural sciences can certainly work together to 

encourage and influence progress, neither individual 

disciplinary approach holds the power to enact systemic 

and institutional change.   

When closely examining these problems in local 

communities and how they affect individuals within those 

communities, we must also ask where these problems come 

from and why they are so widespread. To fully grasp the 

true severity of the problem, we must look at where these 

troubles fit into the larger social and political structures and 

issues. This is where the discipline of social sciences is 

most prominent. Notable sociologist C. Wright Mills makes 

a distinction between these “personal troubles of milieu” 

and “public issues of social structure,” (1961, p.8). He 
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describes “troubles” as being personal, reflective of one’s 

values, and concerned with their immediate difficulties and 

surroundings (Mills, 1961, p.8). He compares these with 

“issues” by describing them as systemic, institutional 

structures that directly or indirectly impact the 

aforementioned “troubles,” (Mills, 1961, p.8).  Mills goes 

on to say that, “To be aware of the idea of social structure 

and to use it with sensibilities is to be capable of tracing 

such linkages among a great variety of milieux. To be able 

to do that is to possess the sociological imagination,” 

(1961, pp. 10-11). As we will see though, 

while it’s possible that the sociological imagination has 

been employed by many social scientists, it seems to have 

been neglected and ignored by policy and law makers who 

wield the power to enact meaningful change to social and 

political structures and issues.   

In some cases, environmental injustice can be seen 

as a consequence of insufficient research and general 

ignorance of the issues these communities face. In a 2020 

study of quality green spaces and their accessibility to 

different social groups, researchers from Towson 

University and Arizona State University found that there 

was inconsistency across the U.S. regarding what is 

considered a “quality green space” by park managers and 

urban planners (Joo Ahn et al., 2020, pp. 1-2). “Quality 

green space” could be a golf course, an urban tree canopy, 
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a community garden, a park, etc. This lack of a clear 

definition of what is considered to be a quality green space 

also leads to inequitable distribution of truly beneficial and 

safe outdoor spaces. What the research also indicated was 

that the officials who plan the distribution of green spaces 

rarely, if ever, consulted the communities regarding what 

amenities and features they felt they and their neighbors 

would most benefit from (Joo Ahn et al., 2020, p. 8). By 

designing and implementing spaces without the input from 

the people who would use them, park managers and urban 

planners inadvertently perpetuate environmental injustice 

by way of contemporary colonization. Quality green spaces 

designed with attributes that benefit the surrounding social 

demographics supports, “urban sustainability and human 

health with various ecosystem services, such as: (1) better 

air quality; (2) microclimate control; (3) flood mitigation; 

(4) ecological reproduction; (5) space for physical activities 

and psychological retreat into nature; and (6) aesthetical 

enhancement,” (Park & Guldmann, 2020, p. 1). These same 

studies, however, show that the populations who frequently 

enjoy these benefits most often are more affluent, 

predominantly white communities.   

Just as some cases of environmental injustice may 

be the result of insufficient research, many other, more 

devastating cases are unfortunately the product of sheer 

neglect and overt racism. We see this demonstrated on 
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countless occasions in Robert D. Bullard’s and Beverly 

Wright’s (2012) book The Wrong Complexion for 

Protection: How the Government Response to Disaster 

Endangers African American Communities. Bullard and 

Wright cite racial discrimination as it relates to receiving 

governmental assistance in the face of natural and industrial 

disasters. In the specific instance of recovering after 

Hurricane Katrina, the authors highlight twenty ways the 

federal government not only failed New Orleans, but 

deliberately overlooked its African American community 

members (Bullard & Wright, 2012, pp. 74-78).  From 

favoring middle-income white residents when distributing 

emergency assistance, to using the disaster to engage in 

voter suppression, African Americans citizens of New 

Orleans were not even just overlooked – they 

were sacrificed (Bullard & Wright, 2012, pp. 74-78). In 

these instances, we can clearly see the “troubles” that C. 

Wright Mills refers to and how the “issues” cause and 

further exacerbate those troubles. But what can be done to 

address these grievous injustices?  

The answer to this question varies depending on 

which discipline you look to. We have reviewed examples 

of how the humanities, natural sciences, and social sciences 

respond to environmental injustice. The humanities illicit 

empathy for those impacted, bring awareness to the issue, 

and sometimes even inspire grassroots efforts to address it. 
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The natural sciences identify health concerns employ the 

scientific method to explore how environmental injustice is 

causing them. The social sciences view individual 

experiences with environmental injustice in a larger social 

and political perspective, scrutinizing the ultimate (and 

often negative) impacts of systemic structures on local 

communities. Each discipline has value in addressing 

environmental injustice, but none of them alone are able 

to sufficiently facilitate meaningful change. When their 

different approaches collaborate and synthesize, however, 

an interdisciplinary approach emerges. The well-known 

professor of interdisciplinary studies, William H. Newell, 

explains that,  

“The strategy of the interdisciplinarian is to bring 

the relevant disciplines (or schools of thought) to 

bear upon the question, one at a time, letting each 

illuminate that aspect of the question which 

is amenable to treatment by the characteristic 

concepts, theories, and methods of the respective 

disciplines. Out of the resulting disciplinary 

insights, the interdisciplinarian fashions a response 

to the question that would ideally be a complete 

answer but which at the least leads to a greater 

appreciation of the nature and complexity of the 

question,” (Newell, 1998, pp. 109-110).  
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We see this interdisciplinary approach used in 

Houston, Texas by the Houston Health 

Department (HHD) when they received complaints from 

the community for several years regarding air and noise 

pollution from nearby metal recycling 

facilities (Symanski et al., 2020, pp. 2-3). The HHD formed 

a collaborative team of representatives from the facilities in 

question, health science scholars and investigators from 

University of Texas, a local environmental justice advocacy 

group, and neighborhood leaders (Symanski et al., 2020, 

pp. 3-6). Through years of working together and combining 

the different approaches from the social and natural 

sciences, the HHD and their task force were able to 

successfully institute a plan to address the immediate issues 

at hand as well as strategize long term sustainable actions 

as well. The study stresses the efficacy of this collaborative 

approach saying, “Our experience provides evidence of the 

importance of community and industry involvement, in 

addition to academia, government and advocacy groups, to 

create a shared vision among partners that will heighten 

success in achieving sustainable outcomes that improve 

environmental health in [environmental 

justice] neighborhoods,” (Symanski et al., 2020, p.10).   

The humanities, natural sciences, and social 

sciences as well as the many other schools of thought are 

each invaluable and contribute a nuanced perspective 
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unique to how they each perceive the world, knowledge, 

problems, and solutions. As this paper has shown 

though, in order to even begin resolving decades of 

environmental injustice, professionals and scholars within 

these disciplines must rise above disciplinary boundaries 

and make genuine attempts at achieving a synthetic, 

collaborative, and cooperative approach to addressing 

environmental injustice. Without this, individual 

disciplinary efforts will continue to fall short and African 

American and other minority and low-income communities 

will continue to suffer needlessly. As the Houston Health 

Department and their task force have shown, progress 

through these efforts is entirely possible. Humanities, 

natural science, and social science may not individually be 

the answer to environmental injustice, but the research has 

shown that interdisciplinarity may be.   
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