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Foreword
Pam Grossman and John L. Jackson Jr.

Research is formalized curiosity. It is poking and prying with a purpose.
—Zora Neale Hurston

Curiosity should be the heart of any educational institution. Indeed, it 
 can be argued that curiosity drives the generation of new knowledge. 

An urge to wonder, to ponder the hows and whys of existence, has fueled  
the creation of questions and conceptual formations from physics to phi-
losophy. Even still, universities sometimes seem more comfortable using  
the language of innovation rather than invoking what might be deemed  
the more frivolous mien of curiosity. Academicians often cite innovation as 
a kind of mantra and institutional goal more often than they overtly refer-
ence curiosity as a foundational principle for any life of the mind. Maybe 
that’s because innovation seems more substantive and precise, not to men-
tion more hardwired to assumptions about technological transformation 
and interdisciplinary engagement—as opposed to supporting the poten-
tially rambling machinations of an unchecked commitment to just being 
intellectually curious. Curiosity begs questions. It demands more specificity. 
Curiosity about what? Why? To what ends?

Innovation has a telos, a clear objective, goals that predetermine its end-
game in ways that are socially conspicuous. Curiosity might be dismissed as 
more of an aimless journey, a kind of lurching to and fro—without any 
baked-in presuppositions about transforming the world. It could just mean 
being nosy or meddlesome. There’s a proverbial saying about curiosity fin-
ishing off felines for good reason. (With eight more lives to spare, a cat might 
be able to afford more inquisitive lollygagging and snooping around than 
humans can safely endure.)
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Curiosity is often a private affair, driven by a desire to delve deeper, with-
out a premeditated endpoint. In contrast, most deployments of the term 
innovation already presume a ready on-ramp to the market, a mechanism 
whereby price tags are always already hanging off innovators’ prescient cre-
ations. From certain angles, “innovation” can look like a kind of Trojan 
Horse for ultimately commercial concerns, not all the time but in ways that 
take pride of place when laying out institutional or individual priorities. 
Innovation is perceived as lucrative, dollar signs dancing like sugar plums  
in everyone’s heads. And not simply or selfishly for those behind said inno-
vations. Material gains redound to a larger swath of beneficiaries—maybe 
even to humanity itself. That explains why there can be an ethical valence  
to preferring innovation over curiosity. The former is decidedly social; its 
“good” is ultimately public. The latter seems personal, egoistic, or even anti-
social in its privileging of an interiorized purpose and ambition that may not 
have any obvious social applicability. Whereas innovation comes off as uni-
vocally constructive and justifiable, not all forms of curiosity are built that 
same way. Most get dismissed as distractions while a rare and few others, 
carefully cultivated, are the would-be elixirs without which anything worthy 
of the term innovation could never come to be.

In thinking with the critical group of scholars assembled in this volume to 
help us consider more deeply and carefully what curiosity entails, the spec-
ter of innovation is a powerful foil for these collective endeavors. Curiosity 
doesn’t necessarily lead to innovation. Innovation is assumed to play the role 
of domesticating curiosity, placing its indifferent ethos in service to the pub-
lic good. Indeed, the very phrase Curiosity Studies might feel implausible, or 
at least counterintuitive; curiosity is too undisciplined and free-flowing for 
the kind of systematic and disciplinary approach that its adjectival placement 
before the idea of organized academic scholarship seems to imply. Can curios
ity be disciplined by the academy and become amenable to scholarly inquiry?

Curiosity is one of those words that is all the more intriguing because  
we take it for granted, because we assume we know what it means. Arjun 
Shankar and Perry Zurn, former postdocs at the University of Pennsylvania 
(thanks to generous support from the Center for Curiosity in New York City), 
have asked a stellar group of thinkers from a variety of disciplines/fields to 
assist us in our aim to get a lot more curious about the idea of curiosity itself. 
What does it open up, and what does its evocation occlude? What differen
tiates curiosity from imagination or creativity? Can curiosity be cultivated 
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or foreclosed? If nothing else, this anthology helps to demonstrate that curi-
osity is not just a potentially powerful first step in learning and producing 
new things, a lapdog to innovation’s profitable mandates, but also a fasci
nating notion to examine just for the sake of doing so—even if the only way 
this undertaking might come to matter (in the academy and beyond) is if it 
proves to be a groundbreaking way of reimagining what we think curiosity 
to be in the first place.

We’re confident that this collection of essays will inspire you to reconsider 
curiosity as a fundamental and all-too-often neglected element of what it 
means to be a human being.
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Introduction
What Is Curiosity Studies?

Perry Zurn and Arjun Shankar

Curiosity is a many-splendored thing. In contemporary U.S. culture, for 
 example,1 its references are as wildly disparate as they are insightful. 

There is the Curiosity Mars Rover, launched in 2011 and still wandering the 
surface of the red planet, searching for evidence of life. There is the “Curi
osity” Discovery Channel series and Curiosity.com, each of which collates 
bite-size bits of information, uniquely packaged to enhance precisely what  
is strange and exciting about them. The term “curiosity” appears, over and 
over again, in educational philosophies and university mission statements, 
and in talk of innovation and creativity across the business and technology 
sectors. And, of course, it appears in everyday conversations, more times than 
we realize: “I’m curious,” “I’m just curious.” Across popular culture, curiosity 
is largely defanged and commodified. There is Curious George, Curiosity 
Cola, and Steel Reserve’s 2018 ad for its 8 percent alcohol energy drink Blue 
Razz: “Curious Is Calling.” Not to mention Britney Spears’s 1999 hit, “I’m  
So Curious.” As such, curiosity is often taken as a mere superficial interest. 
Even in its most banal moments, however, curiosity is something more. 
From science, technology, and education to the consumption of goods and 
media icons, curiosity somehow consistently drives us to take risks, pushing 
past what exists to stand on the precipice of the possible.

Perhaps this is why Barack Obama, in his first inaugural speech, identi-
fied curiosity—alongside honesty and courage—as an American value on 
which the country’s success depends.2 At its best, curiosity fuels an openness 
to difference and a drive toward innovation that together equip us to pursue 
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a more intellectually vibrant and equitable world. Unfortunately, many assess 
our present political milieu to be markedly, and increasingly, “incurious.”3 
The Trump administration’s resistance to different perspectives, scientific 
inquiry, and the habit of asking deep, transformative questions has arguably 
reinforced some of the worst sorts of sexist and xenophobic rhetoric, policy, 
and behavior.

Given such high stakes, we, the editors and contributors of Curiosity 
Studies: A New Ecology of Knowledge, find the study of curiosity to be of 
urgent importance. Curiosity is not an empty, untethered cultural feature  
of our contemporary era but one of the most important political tools we 
have at our disposal. There is, in fact, a logic evident in its material and dis-
cursive, linguistic and praxiological appearances. That is, despite its various 
forms and distinguishable types,4 its simulations and its knockoffs, curiosity 
is a coherent and powerful phenomenon. It therefore constitutes a proper 
object of study all its own. Here we bring together fourteen scholars with 
disparate expertise to establish curiosity studies as a unique field of scholarly 
inquiry. Drawing authors from philosophy, history, literature, ethnic studies, 
gender studies, education, anthropology, psychology and psychoanalysis, 
ecology, biomedicine, neuroscience, physics, and visual art, this book stages 
a transdisciplinary conversation about what curiosity is and what resources 
it holds for human and ecological flourishing. As such, the book is the first 
Anglophone, broadly cross-disciplinary interrogation of the concept and 
future of curiosity.5 In an age in which human curiosity is at a crossroads—at 
once more powerful, and yet systematically hypercommodified and curtailed, 
than ever before—not to mention an age in which the reality of animal curi-
osity and the possibility of artificially intelligent curiosity is increasingly felt, 
this book equips us to live critically and creatively in what might be called 
our new Age of Curiosity.

In what follows, we intervene in the long history of the study of curiosity 
to propose curiosity studies proper. Such a field, we argue, traverses the many 
disciplinary and experiential contexts in which curiosity appears, in order to 
generate theories, analytics, and practices of curiosity that are as complex and 
ubiquitous as the phenomenon of curiosity itself. Assuming an ecology of 
knowledge framework, which expressly resists academic silos and intellec-
tual monocultures, we envision curiosity studies as an unbounded inquiry 
built on three simple principles: (1) Curiosity is multiple; its markers shift 
across history, geography, species, social identities, institutions, contexts, and 
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circumstances; therefore it requires immensely flexible analytic attention; 
(2) Curiosity is praxiological; far from something that is simply felt, curios-
ity is something that is done, expressed in behaviors, habits, architectures, 
and movements across physical, conceptual, and social space; and (3) Curi-
osity is political; its manifestations within sociocultural worlds are marked 
by inherited hierarchies of value among scientific methodologies, people 
groups, and ideologies. And yet, precisely because it is multiple, praxiologi-
cal, and political, curiosity bears a keen subversive potential. It has the 
capacity to upend what we know, how we learn, how we relate, and what we 
can change. Curiosity has the capacity to become radical, to get at the root 
of things. We therefore propose curiosity studies not only as a field of schol-
arship but as a way of reimagining the world, both within the classroom and 
far beyond it.

A Brief History of Curiosity

While curiosity studies might be new, the study of curiosity is thousands  
of years old.6 In the Western tradition, beginning in the ancient period,  
curiosity was, by turns, celebrated for its capacity to generate knowledge  
and castigated for its tendency to fuel merely meddlesome inquiry. The 
Greek terms polypragmosune and periergia—later translated into the Latin 
as curiositas—first carried this dual meaning, referring both to an interest in 
what is beyond oneself (e.g., other people and the natural world) as well as 
to what is outside one’s proper purview (e.g., the private, the secret, the for-
bidden, the foreign).7 Thus while Seneca claimed that curiosity about nature 
is of critical importance in one’s own ethical development,8 Plutarch insisted 
that curiosity, particularly when directed at other people’s business, bank-
rupts the soul.9 Similarly, Aristotle recommended that one be studious about 
one thing (monopragmosune) rather than interested in many things,10 while 
Plato argued that curious people, whose appetite for knowledge often rules 
them, suffer from an imbalance in the three parts of their soul: reason, spirit, 
and appetite.11 Over time, this ambiguous or two-toned assessment of curi-
osity was largely bifurcated into a medieval concern with curiosity as a vice 
and a modern embrace of curiosity as a key instrument in social and scien-
tific advancement.

The medieval period was marked by a robust suspicion of curiosity, as  
a source of social fissures and spiritual fragmentation. Saint Augustine set a 
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Neoplatonic, Christian tone for the era when he catalogued curiosity as a 
“lust of the eyes,”12 active on both the sensual and intellective registers. For 
him, this devilish curiosity attaches to the natural (whether the principles  
of nature or the behaviors of natural creatures), the supernatural (astrology, 
necromancy, religious signs and wonders), and the aesthetic (fashion, fan-
tasy, theater). Against the vice of curiositas, he recommended the virtue of 
studiositas,13 or the careful application of oneself to well-circumscribed intel-
lectual work. Isidore of Seville and Gregory the Great would later taxonomize 
the vice of curiosity—a wandering mind—as a descendant of melancholy or 
sloth.14 And later still, Thomas Aquinas would taxonomize studiousness as a 
form of temperance, marking its superiority over an intemperate curiosity.15 
The weight of these classifications led, on the one hand, to twelfth-century 
Benedictine Bernard of Clairvaux’s advice to renounce curiosity, having in- 
stead one’s “head bent and eyes fixed on the ground,”16 and, on the other, to 
fourteenth-century priest Richard de Bury’s treatise Philobiblon, a painstak-
ing defense of his own curious habit of collecting books, which had garnered 
him intense critique from the church.17

Particularly at its inception, the modern period was characterized by a 
suspicion of tradition, a need for independent thought, and a renewed com-
mitment to the secular pursuit of human progress. Here, the first sense  
of ancient curiosity—as natural and studious—resurfaces with a vengeance. 
While Réné Descartes still thinks of curiosity—with its interest in minu-
tiae—as fundamentally scholastic, he insists that a certain wonder is neces-
sary for the work of reason, knowledge, and the good of humankind.18 For 
the most part, other modern thinkers recognize “curiosity” as that intellec-
tual instrument crucial to the service of human development and civili
zation. Thomas Hobbes, for example, defines curiosity as “the love of the 
knowledge of causes.”19 For David Hume, curiosity is “the love of truth.”20 
For John Locke, curiosity is an “appetite for knowledge,”21 to be nurtured in 
young and old alike. While for Jean-Jacques Rousseau, curiosity is “a prin-
ciple natural to the human heart,” which must be carefully trained to achieve 
its promise.22 And what is that promise? In the modern era, curiosity be- 
comes not only rational, disciplined, and controlled, but also useful, produc-
tive of scientific knowledge and civic good.

Today, in post-Enlightenment Western culture, curiosity is largely under-
stood and studied in a modern sense. Educators, psychologists, and neuro-
scientists consistently explore curiosity as the cornerstone of inquiry and 



	 Introduction	 xv

innovation. And yet, with the rise of digital technologies and social media, 
we are also seeing a renewed concern with curiosity’s propensity for dis
traction and superficiality, reminiscent of ancient and medieval insights. 
Increased political turmoil on both the national and global stage, moreover, 
has generated fresh interest in curiosity’s capacity to undermine the status 
quo, and therefore the power of the powerful, especially when curiosity is 
wielded by those who are otherwise perceived as disempowered.

Given both the long tradition of studying curiosity and the fact that age-
old questions regarding curiosity’s function and value are alive and well today, 
we believe curiosity studies is best undertaken as a collaborative venture with 
historical and political sensitivities. It must begin by recognizing that the 
conceptualization and mobilization of curiosity in our present era is rooted 
in material conditions and legacies. And it must proceed with a multiscalar 
analysis through cross-disciplinary, pluri-vector conversations. As various 
fields deepen their analysis of curiosity along these tracks and begin to draw 
from one another, a new ecosystem of curiosity can flourish, accountable to 
historico-political and transdisciplinary ecologies of knowledge.

An Ecology of Knowledge Framework

The term “ecology of knowledge,” popularized by Charles Rosenberg in the 
1970’s,23 refers to the way in which knowledge functions in and as a dynamic, 
multilayered environment. Developing in concert with systems thinking, 
complexity theory, and network science, the knowledge ecology framework 
refuses to consider the production of knowledge in isolation—limited to a 
particular scientist, lab, discipline, or research vector—but rather analyzes  
it through interaction: the interactions among languages, histories, materials, 
institutions, publishing norms, funding sources, social groups, the natural 
environment, and the like.24 While there is a debate over whether the term 
“ecology” functions here as a metaphor or an analogy,25 scholars agree that 
the term does provide a helpful analytical model. Ecology, stemming from 
the Greek words oikos and logos, refers to the study of habitation, both where 
one dwells and what habits mark that dwelling. When applied to the study of 
curiosity, the ecology of knowledge framework attends less to what curiosity 
is than to how curiosity is practiced, when and where it gets problematized, 
and why its features change. As such, an ecological view of curiosity aids in 
the development of a functional, political, and cross-disciplinary account.
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The ecology of knowledge framework is predicated on complementary cri-
tiques of science and politics. Working, on the one hand, against an abstract, 
positivist, reductionist science and, on the other, against the political sys-
tems of capitalism, patriarchy, and colonialism, the ecology of knowledge 
rejects what Boaventura de Sousa Santos calls the “epistemological fascism”26 
that promotes “monopol[ies]”27 and “monoculture[s]”28 of knowledge. It 
attends instead to the “intricate interrelationships” that produce intertwined 
bodies of knowledge—relationships appearing among individuals, artefacts, 
organizations, and environments,29 and at the level of labs, subfields, disci-
plines, colleges, and the academy itself, especially in its contemporary West-
ern guise. As such, rather than analyzing isolates, an ecological perspective 
focuses on a network of connections, a web of interdependencies, and circu-
lations of exchange. It does so for the purpose of enhancing a plurality of 
knowledges and knowledge-production practices across sociocultural and 
historical locales. It therefore preserves bio-, cultural, and epistemic diver-
sity in the knowledge enterprise,30 often doing so expressly in the service of 
“social” and “cognitive justice.”31 Some locate this justice in the democracy of 
ideas that can result from deconstructing academic silos and intellectual 
monocultures.32 Others insist that ideal knowledge-formations be evaluated 
not for their bald equality but rather for their pragmatic efficacy33 in “guar
antee[ing] the greatest level of participation” by relevant stakeholders.34

For a number of reasons, an ecology-of-knowledge approach provides an 
ideal framework for the new field of curiosity studies. On the one hand, this 
framework reflects the kinesthetic signature of curiosity itself. If anything, 
curiosity is inherently dynamic and expansive, jumping from one sphere  
of inquiry to another, one detail or vantage point to another. Much like curi-
osity, an ecology-of-knowledge approach moves brazenly across boundar-
ies, irrespective of established conceptual, architectural, and disciplinary 
norms. On the other hand, such a framework also pushes the study of curi-
osity to better track the kinesthetic signature of curiosity writ large. That is, 
it equips scholars to study curiosity curiously. Rather than succumbing to 
parochial border wars and aspirations to disciplinary purity, an ecological 
study of curiosity is capable of perceiving, appreciating, and perturbing as-
yet-unimaginable connections and crosscurrents of inquiry.

From a knowledge-ecology perspective, the study of curiosity must honor 
the material and discursive enmeshments of both the science and social 
practice of curiosity. At the very least, this requires rooting curiosity studies 
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in political and cross-disciplinary accounts. First, it must refuse the common 
presumption that curiosity is an ahistorical, value-neutral human capacity. 
Instead, it must acknowledge the historical matrices—and the clash of social 
values—in which curiosity has been conceived and mobilized, reproduced 
or revolutionized. It needs to account for what today’s curiosity has inher-
ited and what it has occluded. It needs to ask: Who can be curious, within 
what contexts, why, and how? For whom is curiosity valorized? How have 
different functions of curiosity been historically gendered and racialized? 
Why are Western modalities of curiosity valued over their non-Western cor-
relates? For that matter, what does it mean for Obama to claim curiosity  
as an American value or for journalists to claim that Trump is dangerously 
incurious? And what is at stake in reserving curiosity for the human, rather 
than acknowledging it in animal, vegetal, computational, or extraterrestrial 
contexts? In asking precisely these sociopolitical questions and more, the 
present volume positions curiosity studies beyond the traditional anthropo-
centric, Enlightenment frameworks that continue to haunt much of our schol-
arly discourses.

Second, an ecologically informed curiosity studies must refuse the com-
mon assumption that curiosity is a monadic unit, accessible by any one 
method of analysis. This means curiosity studies must not locate the proper 
study of curiosity exclusively in the hard sciences, but in fact reject the onto-
epistemological division between the human, social, and natural sciences. 
Instead, it must nurture computational and behavioral perspectives along-
side decolonial and feminist theoretical approaches. In fact, curiosity studies 
requires interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary modes of inquiry. Interdis-
ciplinary work on curiosity combines discrete concepts, theories, or methods 
from different disciplines in order to develop a unique scholarly contribu-
tion. Transdisciplinary work on curiosity goes even further. Capitalizing  
on the multiple resonances and tensions in the word “trans”—the transi- 
tive and transversal, the transient and transitional, and the transgressive—
transdisciplinary analyses not only crisscross disciplinary norms and posi-
tions but condition a rich differentiation of concepts, court prescient if 
impermanent perspectives, precondition paradigm shifts, and politicize the 
everyday. As such, these analyses recontour the terrain across which curios-
ity can be explored. Indeed, insofar as curiosity challenges sociodisciplinary 
boundaries, an ecologically oriented curiosity studies must work in a space 
liminal to existing fields.
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The ecological approach foregrounds the interdeterminacy, contingency, 
and heterogeneity of knowledge production. Knowledge of curiosity exists 
in ecosystems, in which information, ideas, experiences, and embodiments 
cross-fertilize and feed one another. Our commitment to historicizing and 
politicizing the concept of curiosity, as well as staging interdisciplinary and 
transdisciplinary conversations, honors the epistemic ecologies that subtend 
the very possibility of curiosity studies. It is our hope that the new ecologies 
of curiosity to follow will be new in both a descriptive and a normative 
sense. That is, they will be as fresh intellectually as they are forward-looking 
politically.

Science, Education, Relationships, and Change

If one were to think of important contributions to the study of curiosity 
today, one might think of work done in history or literature, in psychology 
or neuroscience. One might turn, for example, to Neil Kenny’s Curiosity  
in Early Modern Europe: Word Histories, to Hilary Schor’s Curious Subjects: 
Women and the Trials of Realism, or to empirical studies by Min Jeong Kang 
or Charan Ranganath. Rather than focus on isolated contributions from dis-
tinct fields, however, we have chosen, in Curiosity Studies, to analyze ele-
ments of curiosity that have been problematized across disciplinary vectors 
and historical terrains. We focus specifically on curiosity’s role in scientific 
inquiry, educational practice, social relations, and the power of transforma-
tion. By clustering chapters around these themes, Curiosity Studies builds on 
contemporary scholarship and pushes a series of material, multiscalar, and 
political analyses in fresh, new directions.

Curiosity—as a desire to see, to understand, and to know—is perhaps 
most consistently and richly considered in relationship to the sciences, 
broadly construed. As historians of science such as Sander Bais, Philip Ball, 
and Roger Wagner put it,35 science is fueled by curiosity, a curiosity for 
which “nothing [is] too trivial or obscure.”36 And yet the capaciousness of 
curiosity paradoxically produces its own constraints. The history of science 
is, if nothing else, one of interminable struggle between forces that liberate 
curiosity and forces that discipline and direct it. What is more, the very 
practice of curiosity at once transgresses physical and conceptual bounda
ries37 and (re)constructs them. This can be seen not only in bioethical debates 
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over biotechnologies but also across the literature on curiosity, travel, and 
collections. On the heels of the medieval curiosi,38 for example, who trav- 
eled in search of secular knowledge, rose the modern ars apodemica (or art 
of traveling) not only for anthropological and geographical information 
gathering39 but also for cultural exploration and ultimately colonization, 
imperialism, and globalization.40 Such curious travel resulted in collections 
of curiosities, which slowly symbolized the advancement of scientific knowl-
edge.41 These collections often included books (especially dictionaries),42 
but were also interpreted through books,43 which constructed simultane-
ously the modern liberal subject of Enlightenment rationality and the para-
doxically exotic, mystical, and primitive Orient.44 The curiosity at work in 
the scientific enterprise thus has a propensity for but also produces the for-
bidden.45 And all of this is determined by political structures and sociocul-
tural values, as well as determinative of those same structures and values.

Curiosity—as a prompt to learning, growth, and exploration—is also 
commonly analyzed in scholarship on education.46 This effort to map the 
inquiring mind relies in great part on the pragmatist philosophy of Wil- 
liam James and John Dewey, for whom curiosity is a natural “impulse,”47 an 
“expression of an abundant organic energy”48 that, while shared among all 
creatures, becomes uniquely human insofar as it serves sophisticated cogni-
tion and higher-order problem solving. Developing through behavioral psy-
chology and neuroscience—across thinkers such as Daniel Berlyne, Harry 
Fowler, George Lowenstein, Charles Spielberger and Laura Starr, Jacqueline 
Gottlieb, and Celeste Kidd49—curiosity has been defined and measured in 
relation to interest, motivation, attention, arousal, anxiety, and creativity. 
Much of this tradition assumes a universal human subject and simplified 
manifestations of curiosity: for example, raising a hand, turning an eye, ask-
ing a question, or expressing interest in trivia. Some such studies have his-
torically given rise to troublesome claims that, for example, female students 
are less curious than their male counterparts because they raise their hands 
less often.50 As a corrective, it is important not only to analyze the changing 
morphology of curiosity across childhood development and adulthood, as 
Susan Engel and Todd Kashdan do,51 but also to account for the effects of 
social inequalities on the practice and perception of curiosity. Scholars might 
take inspiration from radical pedagogue Paulo Freire, for whom curiosity,  
as a “restless questioning,” equips people not only “to produce something 
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together” but to “resist together.”52 Accounting for curiosity as a sociopoliti-
cal practice of resistance involves diversifying not only the methods and 
modes of inquiry but how those modes are identified and valued.53

Curiosity—as an interest in the new, the foreign, and the forbidden—has 
long had a bearing on the interpretation of cultural differences and the struc-
ture of social inequalities. While some scholarship has diagnosed curiosity’s 
complicity in exoticization and orientalism, especially through colonial travel 
and imperial collections,54 most scholarship in this vein has centered on 
women, both as subjects and objects of curiosity. In early modern Europe, 
just as curiosity is being retooled into its rational, disciplined, and mascu- 
line guise, its more uncouth elements—gossip, distraction, transgression—are 
transferred to a new conceptual domicile: female and/or feminine curiosity. 
As Barbara Benedict, Neil Kenny, and Line Cottegnies et al. demonstrate, 
albeit in different respects, such curiosity—taken to signal sexual, cultural, 
and intellectual ambition—was perceived as impertinent and punishable.55 
The winds turn a bit with the development of the modern realist novel, 
whose heroine’s practice of curiosity helped construct the modern feminist 
subject.56 Indeed, Laura Mulvey and Cynthia Enloe have since developed  
an account of an expressly feminist curiosity, which involves women taking 
themselves as their own subjects and objects of curiosity.57 Insofar as curi
osity is never abstracted from social life, its practice either supports or chal-
lenges the reigning forms of knowledge production (and, in our case, the 
primacy of a white, Eurocentric, cis-male discourse). Whether it polarizes 
the abled and disabled communities, a la Rosemarie Garland-Thomson,58 or 
reduces polarization across racial difference, a la Narendra Keval,59 curiosity 
can entrench or invert sociopolitical hierarchies.

Finally, curiosity—as a drive to transgress, to refuse, and to create—is 
sometimes considered in relation to social change and transformation. From 
early myths of Eve and Pandora, Prometheus and Odysseus, curiosity is inher-
ently disobedient, crossing boundaries and borders in its furious press toward 
the end of the world and beyond. It was Friedrich Nietzsche who memora-
bly insisted that “the great liberation” would one day be characterized by a 
“vehement, dangerous curiosity.”60 As adventurous as it is insubordinate,61 
curiosity is, for Michel Foucault, “a certain determination to throw off famil-
iar ways of thought and to look at the same things in a different way.”62 This 
is not only an irreverence for common concepts or mores but a commit- 
ment to the struggle, a la Freire, for freedom for all. Such a task involves 
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deconstructing the status quo,63 pitting a curiosity of resistance against an 
institutionalized system of meaning-making and meaning-building. Some-
times, it involves setting curiosities at war.64 Today our era is marked, Helga 
Nowotny argues, by the “taming” or “domestication” of curiosity in a neolib-
eral academy, which subjects the progress of science to the privatization and 
propertization of a market economy.65 And yet, it is precisely today that we 
need a wild, unbroken curiosity. We need, in Anna Tsing’s words, a “radical 
curiosity” about “multispecies worlds,”66 one that notices what has gone 
unnoticed, what has fallen outside the frame of our epistemic and material 
values. This is “the first requirement,” she insists, “of collaborative survival in 
precarious times.”67 How, indeed, might we harness the power of curiosity 
for change?

Contributions to the Conversation

Curiosity Studies first formalizes and then contributes to these ongoing con-
versations. It does so by staging—across its four parts—cross-disciplinary 
investigations into curiosity’s increasingly complicated role in the processes 
of knowing, learning, relating, and changing.

In Part I, “Interrogating the Scientific Enterprise,” authors explore the 
promise and limits of scientific inquiry and method, from its modern in- 
ception to its future life. Seeta Sistla, in “Exploring the Costs of Curiosity: 
An Environmental Scientist’s Dilemma,” opens with a clarion call to reassess 
our overreliance on resource-demanding technologies in scientific research. 
Against an environmentally irresponsible curiosity, she challenges us to re- 
fashion our curiosity in concert with Earth’s ecologies. As if in response, 
Heather Anne Swanson, in “Curious Ecologies of Knowledge: More-Than-
Human Anthropology,” argues that traditional methodologies have to be 
reimagined if natural and social scientists are to be responsive to and respon-
sible for a more-than-human world. She specifically proposes a multispecies 
anthropology that relinquishes curiosity-about and embraces curiosity-with. 
Likewise, Ellen K. Feder, in “Curiosity, Ethics, and the Medical Management 
of Intersex Anatomies,” insists that, while an objectifying medico-scientific 
curiosity has, on the whole, caused irreparable harm to the intersex commu-
nity, there is another form of curiosity—modeled by some doctors and inter-
sex people themselves—that facilitates understanding, respect, and care. This 
first section significantly complicates the simple celebration of scientific 
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curiosity on new twenty-first-century fronts, insisting on greater ecological 
awareness, self-reflexivity, and participatory research protocols.

In Part II, “Relearning How We Learn,” authors explore recent advances in 
our understanding of the contours of curiosity in human learning. Danielle S. 
Bassett, in “A Network Science of the Practice of Curiosity,” offers a novel 
theory of curiosity as a practice of building knowledge networks, a practice 
traceable in neural connectivity patterns as well as evident in linguistic be- 
haviors. This work promises to enhance education and work settings, where 
greater facilitation of such patterns and behaviors is required. For Susan 
Engel, in “Why Should This Be So? The Waxing and Waning of Children’s 
Curiosity,” any encouragement of curiosity in educational settings needs to 
account for the developmental changes in children’s curiosity—and presum-
ably adults’ curiosity—across time. This task is frustrated, however, by schools 
and colleges in which certain forms of curiosity are celebrated over others. 
Taking equal inspiration from aesthetic theory and The Big Lebowski, Tyson E. 
Lewis, in “The Dude Abides, or Why Curiosity is Important for Education 
Today,” for example, argues that real curiosity is not actually serious at all but 
involves an atypical, “distracted” learning style that, although commonly 
disciplined and punished, should be encouraged in all of our classrooms  
and among our students. Last, Arjun Shankar, in “‘The Campus Is Sick’: 
Capitalist Curiosity and Student Mental Health,” turns to diagnose the plight 
of curiosity in U.S. higher education. After exploring the affective costs of an 
overdetermined, ruthlessly pragmatic, neoliberal curiosity, he suggests that 
a return to a deinstrumentalized and open curiosity that is squarely situated 
in a student’s desire for knowledge is crucial to student mental health. This 
section clearly pushes discussions of curiosity and education into important 
new terrains.

In Part III, “Reimagining How We Relate,” authors investigate the cen- 
trality of curiosity both to the tensions that divide communities—whether 
over race, ethnicity, gender, or disability—and to the attentions that can  
heal them. Kristina T. Johnson, in “Autism, Neurodiversity, and Curiosity,” 
opens the cluster by insisting that curiosity studies needs to get more curi-
ous about neuroatypical individuals and their curiosity. For Johnson, recog-
nizing curiosity in autistic children, for example, requires entirely new research 
designs capable of formalizing the neural and motor movement coincident 
with autistic children’s “affinities,” or special interests. In a related argument, 
Narendra Keval, in “Obstacles to Curiosity and Concern: Exploring the Racist 
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Imagination,” argues it is precisely curiosity that can disarm racist states  
of mind and reopen the psyche to our shared humanity, even our shared 
curiosity. Analyzing aesthetic productions of latinidad, Christina León, in 
“Curious Entanglements: Opacity and Ethical Relation in Latina/o Aesthet-
ics,” shows that such a radical curiosity (rather than a racist, stereotyping 
one) is ready to sit with uncertainty and unknowing. In doing so, she argues, 
curiosity can initiate real relationality across the most intransigent differences. 
Finally, Amy Marvin, in “Transsexuality, the Curio, and the Transgender 
Tipping Point,” after warning that recent media attention has functioned  
to “curiotize” trans people, reducing them to merely the objects of public 
curiosity, recommends another sort of curiosity—a reopening one—that 
instead honors trans experience in all its social and historical complexity. 
This section highlights the importance of engaging and recognizing curios-
ity responsibly across our human differences.

In Part IV, “Deconstructing the Status Quo,” authors reflect on the radical 
potential and continued promise of curiosity. Barbara M. Benedict, in “Peep-
ing and Transgression: Curiosity and Collecting in English Literature,” ex- 
plains how curiosity can represent simultaneously the promise of freedom 
and the threat of danger by locating curiosity in the transgressive: the trans-
gressive phenomena that provoke inquiry and the transgressive character of 
that inquiry itself. Perry Zurn, in “Curiosity and Political Resistance,” then 
analyzes curiosity as a force of social transformation through political resis-
tance. He does so by investigating the conditions of creative exploration, 
especially among marginalized groups, and the forces that frustrate that 
exploration. Hilary M. Schor, in “Curiosity at the End of the World: Women, 
Fiction, Electricity,” then turns to think about the future. If, as she suggests, 
the novel is the modern curiosity-cabinet—or that story is the genre of curi-
osity par excellence—it will be curious storytelling that equips us to func-
tion within a palimpsest of cultures as we press on toward the end of the 
world. This final section, then, at once affirms and deepens our hope for 
curiosity today.

Finally, in the Conclusion, “On Teaching Curiosity,” we as editors return to 
discuss both the rationale and the methods for teaching this ambivalent, com-
plex, and multiscalar phenomenon called curiosity. We draw out the tensions 
between teaching curiosity as subject matter, as pedagogical approach, and 
as an inspiration for research. Furthermore, we explore precisely how these 
newly invigorated conversations around curiosity’s role in science, education, 
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relationships, and change may not only transform our classrooms but also our 
ways of being together in the world. In doing so we aim to encourage not only 
traditional and nontraditional students—but really everyone—to develop 
their capacities to conscientiously deploy radical curiosity on an everyday 
basis, in their everyday lives.

Future Directions

Historically, the study of curiosity has been responsive to and yet ultimately 
unequal to the task of quantifying and qualifying curiosity in its distinctive 
manifestations and across different milieus. This is perhaps inescapable, 
reflecting an admixture of human finitude and fallibility. Today, although we 
are equipped as never before to assess the shifting parameters of curiosity 
and the inherited or newly acquired delimitations of our understanding, the 
technologization of knowledge has introduced a fundamental anachronism 
in that pursuit. What we are curious about, with whom, and how we pursue 
that curiosity is changing faster than ever before. In this vein and insofar as 
curiosity precisely clambers after the unknown, it is important to recognize 
that the very future of curiosity studies should be as yet unimaginable and 
therefore indeterminable. Nevertheless, it is possible to peer just over the hori-
zon of our present context and location, to correct for currently identifiable 
limitations, and to risk a wager on new frontiers in the study of curiosity.

It is perhaps appropriate in a U.S. context to begin with the recognition 
that indigenous curiosity has been and continues to be suppressed, despite 
the efforts of some exemplary practitioners—for example, Sandy Grande, 
Erica Violet Lee, Robin Wall Kimmerer, and Kyle Whyte. In this context, 
curiosity studies ought to develop in tandem with decolonial feminist sci-
ence studies. Turning from the local to the global, it is imperative that greater 
attention be paid to non-Western histories of and approaches to curiosity.68 
Might, for example, the turn to mindfulness be a turn to a new series of  
curious practices? The pedagogical implications of “Eastern” philosophies, 
alongside developments in network neuroscience and the recognition of 
neuroatypical expressions of curiosity, have the potential to significantly 
transform educational norms. In a digital age, it is also critical to account  
for how human–computer interaction and artificial intelligence69—let alone 
revolutions in social media—refashion the terrain of curiosity. Cross-
cultural analyses of curiosity are also sorely lacking, as are concerted efforts 
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to understand the role of curiosity in religious beliefs and practices (e.g., 
prayer, meditation, fellowship).70 Moreover, as antidote to the immense 
attention paid to children’s curiosity, it is important to inquire into curiosity 
across the lifespan, especially among the aging. Finally, in an increasingly 
polarized, war-torn, disease-ridden, and environmentally devastated world, 
we need to ask what curiosity’s role might be in peacebuilding for sustain-
able futures.

Curiosity Studies is a groundbreaking book about the nature, promise, 
and pitfalls of curiosity in the twenty-first century. It is radically imaginative 
and full of unexpected twists and turns. Its insights are as invigorating as 
they are haunting. We invite readers to approach the text quizzically. Main-
tain a mind flexible enough to follow the trail of ideas, to leap between  
writing styles, and to hazard a mélange of methodologies. Keep a hawk’s-eye 
out for the multiplicity of curiosity, the way it resurfaces in a network of 
practices. And stay alive to its social investments and political potential. 
Take up the quest of curiosity bravely. And let Curiosity Studies be just  
one stop along the way, one moment in a long journey of exploration and 
transformation.
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Exploring the Costs  
of Curiosity

An Environmental Scientist’s Dilemma

Seeta Sistla

Set in a New England forest among the dying stands of eastern hemlock 
 (Tsuga canadensis), the large glass reagent bottles filled with moss, soil, 

water, and bits of the plant debris stood perched on a stand made of salvaged 
wood. It is doubtful that any previous user of the bottles would have envi-
sioned their most recent fate. The bottles, once the repository of research 
reagents, had undertaken a new livelihood as the home for an ecosystem in 
miniature on the brink of collapse. They were now part of an exhibit blend-
ing artistic interventions with the findings of scores of environmental sci
entists showing that the hemlock, a long-lived foundation evergreen tree  
of the eastern United States, is rapidly disappearing under the combined 
pressures of the tiny hemlock woolly adelgid (Adelges tsugae) insect, which 
was accidentally introduced from Asia in the 1950s, and ever-warming win-
ters that no longer suppress the insect’s population.

The artist—a visiting scholar to the research forest hosting the exhibit—
identified both the enormity of scientific research available on this landscape 
under change, as well as the wealth of discarded or forgotten scientific mate-
rials available for his reenvisioning. The artistic creations told the story not 
only of a forest “in hospice” but also of the tools and techniques scientists 
have used to study it and surrounding ecosystems. In their construction and 
placement, the pieces inevitably also commented on the scientific debris of 
these research projects: from roads and power lines (infrastructure built to 
access sites of particular scientific interest), to flagging tape markers, tubes, 
plastic peeping through the leaf litter, and instrumentation left behind with 
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intent or in error during the rush to complete experiments. Or perhaps  
simply forgotten bits of experimental remains as scientists joined and left 
projects that outlived the abrupt project stints that now define many research 
careers.

Who knows? I pondered the familiarity of ecological experimental designs 
gone astray in this unusual artistic enterprise. But the day passed and I re- 
turned to my own work as an ecosystem ecologist at a nearby college. And 
thoughts of eco-trash grew distant as the daily concerns of my own scientific 
agenda resurfaced. Months later, an offhanded remark from a PhD student 
whose research also centered on samples derived from this forest pushed me 
to further reflect on this uncomfortable question. “I’m not excited about the 
new position because I will not fly. . . . And traveling to the East Coast by train 
will take over three days.” Assuming the student and I shared an apprehen-
sion of flying, I responded in kind, only to be told it was neither fear nor the 
long wait times that detracted her, but rather the extraordinary environmen-
tal footprint that air travel necessarily entails.

Her sentiment surprised me. As an environmental scientist, it is rare to 
hear a remark on the ecological cost of the research livelihood. In this age of 
increasing environmental urgency, a tension has grown between the pres-
sure to produce high-quality, informative data that uses novel methods and 
experimental manipulations while also developing and executing ethical 
frameworks for ecological research. But why am I able to remain a passive 
participant in this process? Is this environmental cost a necessary price to 
pay for satisfying scientific curiosity?

Curiosity is foundational to science. Scientific curiosity, characterized  
by information-seeking specific behaviors, is recognized to be distinct from 
“common curiosity,” which reflects the excitement (or irritation) that is 
stirred by novelty.1 Scientific curiosity drives us to mechanistically under-
stand the world through the construction and testing of falsifiable theories 
via systematic and repeatable observation, measurement, and experimenta-
tion.2 While scientific curiosity is arguably an innate component of the human 
condition, the twentieth century is hallmarked by the growth of professional 
scientists.3 This expansion in scientific resources and researchers has paral-
leled exceptional rates of technological advancement and growth in our fun-
damental understanding of the natural world. It is unlikely that even the 
most insightful scientists and futurists of the early twentieth century would 
have even remotely foreshadowed the massive expansions across all fields of  
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science and technology. In less than a century, the collective scientific en- 
deavor has yielded incredible insights and developments ranging from the 
discovery of the structure of DNA, to the internet, to fundamental shifts in 
our understanding of the physical processes that govern the universe.4

Intriguingly, despite the tremendous growth in the scientific community 
and the financial investment in research, the early twentieth-century explo-
sion of “big scientific ideas”—innovations that fundamentally shifted our 
understanding of the natural world—appears to be decelerating.5 This shift 
is reflective of increasing recognition that the development of formal institu-
tions and scientific bureaucratization is a double-edged sword. On one side, 
the expansion beyond the elite to fully immerse oneself in scientific research 
has resulted in a democratization of the scientific process and accelerated 
the rate of scientific discovery. On the other hand, the growth of the scien-
tific enterprise drives an industrialization of knowledge production that cre-
ates a milieu of resource competition among an ever-expanding population 
of scientists. As the scientific workforce continues to grow more quickly than 
the stable job pool for the professional scientist of the twenty-first century, 
researchers are often valued through the length of their publication list and 
proposals funded, at a cost of time allocated toward reflection, quality con-
trol, and scientific risk-taking.6

Thus, to obtain and maintain one’s position within a professionalized 
community, scientists face mounting pressure to consistently publish novel 
research and secure funding through highly bureaucratic schemes.7 As such, 
the modern scientific enterprise is now shaped by a surplus population of 
scientists who work not only to satisfy their scientific curiosity but also under 
the pressure of sustained competition. If the professionalization of science 
repurposes scientific curiosity away from creative exploration, what are  
the costs of this retooling? Across the sciences, the rise of “groupthink” 
behavior, the increasing need for scientific self-promotion, and a stymieing 
of “risky” research that pushes forward radically new directions in lieu of in- 
cremental (but publishable) additions to the core knowledge base is a noted 
cost of twenty-first-century science.8

Beyond the cost to creativity, what are the additional costs of this intersec-
tion between scientific curiosity and scientific professionalization? The accel-
erated growth of the scientific enterprise has also expanded the potential to 
experiment. From characterization of microbial genetic material in plastic 
test tubes, to travel to field sites and conferences, to extensive manipulations 
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of ecosystems designed to test the implications of invasive species and cli-
mate warming, scientists can manipulate, document, and alter the natural 
world to an unprecedented extent and rate. When scientists are pressed to 
accelerate the production of novel, publishable data sets using cutting-edge 
techniques and experimentation, is there also a more subtle but pernicious 
rise in the resource use entwined in carrying out these studies?

History is rife with ethical questions that challenge the methods and jus-
tifications for scientific inquiry. In particular, where human and animal sub-
jects are concerned, the risk of harm has guided the development of review 
boards and guidelines for experimentations and scientific conduct.9 Iconic 
examples extend across an array of subjects centered in the biomedical and 
social sciences: from moral questions regarding research conducted on un- 
knowing subjects to debates over the development of technologies such as 
nuclear power and weapons, genetic modification of organisms, cloning, and 
stem cells.

While ethical quandaries are an inherent facet (either explicitly or im- 
plicitly) of scientific investigation, post–World War II revelations spurred an 
era of ethical conduct codification and governmental regulation of research 
practices. Public disclosure of research atrocities, including experiments com-
mitted by Nazi doctors on nonconsenting prisoners, the U.S. Public Health 
Service’s syphilis study on low-income African American males who were 
unknowingly infected with syphilis and monitored for four decades while 
treatment was withheld, and the widespread prescribing of teratogen tha-
lidomide for pregnancy-related nausea in the 1950s and 1960s spurred a sea 
change in the limits on scientific curiosity.10 Responding to these concerns, 
a suite of research ethics fields (e.g., biological, medical, technological) and 
governance structures (e.g., institutional review boards, mandated training 
and monitoring for science students and researchers in responsible research 
conduct) have emerged to address the moral issues entwined in experimen-
tal conduct and technologies development.11

These ethical fields and frameworks have helped to guide and limit the 
extent of experimentation—in essence, putting a constraint on scientific 
curiosity in its modern incarnations. Notably, the subject of concern in  
these ethical paradigms is most often human and, to a lesser extent, non
human animals. While the biomedical and social sciences are hallmarked 
for their connection to ethics, environmental research poses challenging and 
diverse ethical quandaries ranging from public welfare to the well-being of 
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nonhuman organisms, communities, and ecosystems. Further, although many 
countries have enacted legislation and institutional-review processes to mini-
mize harm to animals in laboratory and field research, these protocols and 
norms vary by regulating body, species, and country.12 These requirements 
tend to focus on vertebrates and other charismatic species,13 but rarely re- 
quire researchers to consider impacts on other species, biological communi-
ties, or ecosystems.

The field of environmental ethics, which largely focuses on the philo-
sophical and ethical justification for species conservation and recovery, as 
well as the preservation of ecosystems,14 has added to our conceptualiza- 
tion of the valuation of nature. Yet the ethical concerns of environmental 
scientists remain seldom recognized within and outside of the field.15 Paral-
leling the rapid rise of the environmental sciences, ecological ethics has 
emerged as a framework to address this deficit. Drawing from environmen-
tal ethics, research ethics, and professional ethics, ecological ethics provides 
a potential structure for environmental scientists to pragmatically identify 
ethical issues, weigh ethical considerations, and improve ethical decision-
making in the design and conduct of ecological-research and conservation-
management agendas.16

In recent years, a small, but growing number of researchers have recog-
nized cases that highlight the typically overlooked costs of environmental 
science research.17 At the species-level, these scholars have pointed to the 
unintended consequences of collecting fauna and flora. There is a long his-
tory of collecting organisms as curiosities for food, amusement, and sci
entific investigation that has fundamentally shaped our understanding of 
global biodiversity.18 However, the scientific practice of cataloging the natu-
ral world into “voucher specimens” (and even human intrusion through 
observation alone) may also have deleterious effects on fragile populations. 
Taxa as varied as birds, highly endemic plants, and amphibians have all been 
further threatened with extinction following the overzealous collection by 
scientists.19 In an era of unprecedented threats to entire habitats and ecosys-
tems, some researchers have further questioned the fundamental efficacy of 
scientific voucher collections.20

Scaling up, field studies and ecosystem manipulations can have dra- 
matic and potentially irreversible ecological consequences.21 Environmen- 
tal scientists often implement large-scale experiments to identify the effects 
of abiotic and biotic changes (such as the invasion of the woolly adelgid) on 
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ecosystem-level properties. How does a scientist define and weigh the ethi-
cal considerations, for example, of experimentally deforesting an entire water-
shed?22 While in situ experimentation is fundamental to the development  
of modern ecological insights and environmental science more generally, 
how to meaningfully and systematically identify and weigh the impacts and 
benefits of environmental science research remains a conceptual and logis
tical hurdle.

These challenges include determining how to identify whether environ-
mental damage from an experiment would be reversible or not and how to 
weigh the scale of experimentation footprint relative to the possible return 
of, for example, a new conception of ecosystem or organismal function,  
or the development of better-informed regulations on development. How 
much and what kinds of data are necessary, and how will this information  
be incorporated into the broader scientific community’s knowledge base? 
Even data themselves can become a cost. If the integrity of the data is not 
maintained, if data are not interpreted and published, if changing data inter-
pretation and publication norms mean that new media and new statistical 
techniques make early interpretations obsolete, what is the future of that 
information (let alone the true cost of its production)? Scientific continuity 
falters under a weight of data. How much of modern science is the reemer-
gence of old studies and questions in new experiments, subdisciplines, and 
journals?23

Despite these myriad considerations, the prevalence of environmental 
costs carried by research arguably could be at least partly mitigated through 
more thoughtfully scrutinized experimental design, implementation, and dis-
semination paradigms. Yet the incorporation of an ecological ethics frame-
work into the environmental scientist’s toolkit remains a rarity. Again, I find 
myself asking, “Why?”

I am an environmental scientist of the twenty-first century. Thus I am a 
scientist studying the natural world in an era of unprecedented environ
mental change, where the distinction between “human” and “natural” pro-
cesses has become increasingly challenging to identify. While early natural 
scientists may have been wholly concerned with identifying these laws in their 
most innate form, the exponential growth of the human footprint upon the 
environment has yielded no natural system untouched by human influence. 
Reflecting this era of unprecedented environmental change shaped by extra
ordinary pollutant levels, climate change, biodiversity loss, and the reshaping 
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of ecosystems globally through human use, the natural sciences have grown 
multiple fields centered on understanding environmental systems and their 
responses to these massive perturbations.

My own curiosity to understand the mechanisms that drive the natural 
world has been inevitably shaped by the anthropogenic forces that ripple 
through every aspect of the Earth system. As an ecologist, many studies I 
have learned from and worked with involve a brute force approach to under-
standing the mechanisms of the natural world and their response to anthro-
pogenic global-change pressures. Over a decade ago, in the forest where art 
pieces now stand, scientists tested the ecosystem effects of slowly dying, 
adelgid-infested hemlocks by girdling one living stand—that is, severing its 
vascular system—while preemptively clear-cutting a neighboring stand.24 
Curious about the inevitable, can we gain knowledge that will inform our 
governance of the land? And does this knowledge justify a preemptive strike 
to eradicate a forest stand?

As my own scientific career has progressed, I have become less certain  
of the answer. Ethical conduct in environmental science is complicated by 
both its philosophical and practical contexts. The incidental costs of research 
do not present a paradigmatic moral problem. They lack the framework 
whereby one actor intentionally harms another, both the actors and the 
harm are clearly identifiable, and there is a close spatial and temporal cou-
pling of the agent and recipient of harm, as well as the harmful act in itself.25 
This decoupling, combined with the growth of groupthink and group norms 
for research conduct, allows for a passive neglect of the harms researchers 
might inadvertently create through their activities. In contrast to the re- 
search reforms of the twentieth century that were marked by concern for 
human welfare, the cost of scientific curiosity is thus difficult for the actor—
the scientist—to identify in part because of its morally opaque nature.

While still sparsely found among the multitude of publications lamenting 
the challenges faced by environmental scientists and other researchers in an 
era of academic contraction and declining research funding, others have 
pinpointed the tension between embodying environmental stewardship and 
the professional obligations of an environmental researcher. After calculat-
ing that the American Geophysical Union’s Fall Meeting—the world’s largest 
annual international gathering of Earth and space scientists—accounted for 
five millionths of total global anthropogenic emissions from fossil fuels in 
2012, an emerita professor of paleoclimatology boldly argued that the social 
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and scientific connections gained from this event did not justify its environ-
mental costs.26 In critiquing what she assessed to be a disproportionate car-
bon footprint of such large and travel-intensive scientific meetings, Parrish 
also suggested that scientific bodies must rapidly reshape the nature of their 
meetings to reduce carbon-intensive travel by embracing technologies that 
support remote meeting platforms. Reflecting on the teachings of Rabbi  
Hillel the Elder, this senior scientist provocatively asked her community: “If 
not us, who? If not now, when?”27

Such observations are not limited to dialogue between members of the 
scientific community in specialty journals. When the Washington Post re- 
ported in 2016 that, for the third consecutive year, annual fossil fuel emis-
sions had not grown, the phenomenon was showcased as an environmental 
success story reflecting the data analysis of “a massive study . . . written by no 
less than 67 researchers from an army of institutions.”28 Readers of the article 
posted a variety of comments about the findings and the climate science 
enterprise more generally, of which a particular string caught my attention.

I read that there are thousands upon thousands of people who jetted into  
Marrakesh to attend the climate conference. These are all people who get 
taxpayer-funded grants to live on while they study the climate and jet around 
the world to attend conferences. Makes me all warm inside to know this. 
—rand49er

It’s like having a friend come to you and say that getting fake tans from tanning 
beds causes skin cancer. You remark that he looks awfully tan, and he says, 
“[Y]es, that’s because I use a tanning bed.” You say, “But I thought you just said 
that tanning beds cause cancer.” “Yep, they do—it’s known science. Well, I’m 
off to the tanning bed!” I would doubt the tanning beds really cause cancer. 
Likewise, I’ll start [to] believe that burning fossil fuels are dooming the planet 
when the people who swear that burning carbon fuels are dooming the planet 
start ACTING like burning fossil fuels are dooming the planet. —mackbuckets

These are false analogies used to make a specious argument. That is, no one 
would use a tanning bed as a way of working to reduce the use of tanning beds. 
The current transportation system depends upon fossil fuels and we must use 
that system to try to carry out the mission of bringing change, which includes 
meeting in person to share and develop information and build relationships 
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that improve our understanding of the risks, the chances of reducing emis-
sions, and our abilities to mitigate impacts. —FungibleTruth

As a scientist who travels for meetings and research campaigns, my initial 
instincts (perhaps for personal preservation) drew me to agree with Fungi-
bleTruth. Yet the comments of mackbuckets and rand49er are not so easily 
brushed aside. The fundamental question remains: How might we ensure 
that the environmental costs of scientific endeavors yield a net ecological 
benefit without compromising scientific curiosity (and professional advance
ment)? In order to be more readily accepted by the public and better aligned 
with our collective understanding of the anthropogenic nature of modern 
environmental change, this tension of seeming hypocrisy that is alluded  
to in the Washington Post article comments demands careful consideration 
and honest discussion from within the environmental science community. 
But are we ready to have this conversation?

Responding to the recent call by Jane Lubchenco, former administrator  
of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Agency, for environmental scien-
tists to “make a quantum leap into relevance,”29 a group of four firmly estab-
lished environmental scientists wrote an opinion piece in The Chronicle of 
Higher Education stressing that junior researchers must rediscover their sci-
entific curiosity.30 These scholars recognized the misalignment of academic 
vetting with the pursuit of scientific curiosity and ultimately, the ability of 
scientists to make the quantum leaps that our rapidly changing biosphere 
demands. They suggest building a scientific career around the pursuit for 
sustained discovery coupled with intellectual fulfillment and societal influ-
ence, but they also recognize that the success of this imperative rests upon  
a restructuring of the current metrics of scientific success. A lofty call to 
action. What will be the cost of inaction?

I have come to reflect upon my own research decisions as inevitably 
shaped by the scientific paradigms and norms within which I have devel-
oped. My scientific curiosity is also governed by the professionalization of 
the scientific enterprise. As such, I am challenged to conceive novel research 
questions, employ innovative methodologies, produce data sets, publish peer-
reviewed articles, and disseminate my findings while building and retain- 
ing my professional networks largely through air travel. Most recently, I  
find myself weighing a field season in the Arctic and the travel for various 
meetings that looms ahead. To go opens up the potential for new discoveries, 
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a strengthening of my scientific network, and the growth of intellectual cap-
ital. To stay suggests that the environmental costs of travel, field, and labora-
tory work may not justify these benefits.

Working within this context, even if a strong ethical framework for envi-
ronmental science can be identified, is self-regulation of scientific conduct 
reasonable to expect in an era of hypercompetitive and individualistic pro-
fessional science? Should, for example, one be more conservative in their 
travel for field research and meetings? And what would be the cost of such a 
decision for fulfilling one’s scientific curiosity and activities? Fundamentally, 
can actions that come at a high cost to scientific curiosity be separated from 
those that come at a high cost to the professional demands of the modern 
scientific enterprise?
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Curious Ecologies of  
Knowledge

More-Than-Human Anthropology

Heather Anne Swanson

How is one to be a curious anthropologist in a more-than-human world? 
 Anthropology has long defined itself as the study of human lifeways. 

Yet in the past two decades, new conversations within the discipline—par- 
ticularly in relation to the Anthropocene and multispecies anthropology—
have raised questions and frictions about the scope, modes, and objects of 
anthropological curiosity. The goal of this chapter is to explore the tensions 
that manifest when anthropologists seek to be more curious about nonhuman 
worlds and environmental concerns while simultaneously holding on to 
existing disciplinary commitments. How, within renewed dialogues between 
anthropology and the natural sciences, do anthropologists find themselves 
pulled into new intradisciplinary debates over the shape, possibilities, and 
limits of anthropological curiosity?

As a discipline, anthropology is closely tied to its ethnographic field 
methods, which fundamentally depend on the participation of others in  
the research process. Anthropological inquiry is typically not a process of 
formal hypothesis testing. While anthropologists begin a research project 
with ideas, goals, and questions, they assume that the trajectory of their 
research—and indeed their fundamental interests—will be substantially 
shaped by their field encounters. This approach to fieldwork and anthropo-
logical knowledge-making hinges on flexible forms of curiosity that aim less 
to answer predefined research questions than to foster new ones. In short,  
in good fieldwork, one must open oneself to the curiosities of others and 
allow them to alter one’s own. But how can this imperative to be responsive 
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to others’ curiosities be enacted within anthropological inquiries that engage 
more-than-human worlds? Is it possible to be curious about organisms, such 
as animals, plants, and fungi, in a specifically anthropological mode?

Unexpected Intradisciplinary Differences

These are questions that emerged within a collaborative, interdisciplinary field 
research project at a former brown coal mining site in western Denmark, in 
which the author was a participant. The field project is a central component 
of a larger research effort called Aarhus University Research on the Anthro-
pocene (AURA), headed by anthropologist Anna Tsing.1 One of AURA’s 
ambitions has been to experiment with new knowledge-making practices for 
the Anthropocene.2 The group’s premise is that the Anthropocene, a term 
used here to draw attention to the proliferation of environmental damage, 
calls out for new interdisciplinary modes of inquiry—and for new curiosi-
ties. AURA specifically selected an abandoned brown coal mining landscape 
as our central analytical unit in order to explore how humans and non
humans inhabit industrial ruins. The project asserted that the insights of 
social and natural scientists are jointly needed to understand the more-
than-human relations in such sites, as well as to develop better practices for 
living on a damaged planet.3 One of its goals was to publish joint articles in 
which natural- and social-scientist coauthors worked together to ask and 
address questions in ways not possible from a single field—a goal partially 
realized via a special issue on the brown coal mining project in the Journal 
of Ethnobiology.4

Such cross-disciplinary collaborations have a history of difficulties, often 
foundering on debates about scientific objectivity, reality, and knowledge-
making. Thus, rather than seek epistemological consensus from the get-go, 
the AURA project proposed that interdisciplinary collaboration might best 
begin from natural and social scientists’ overlapping curiosities about lively 
multispecies worlds. As part of this project, its anthropologists (including 
the author) conducted fieldwork alongside and in dialogue with a number of 
natural scientists from fields such as ecology, zoology, and mycology. Our 
team’s approach is a self-declared “rubber boots method,” a kind of “slow 
science”5 where we meet in the field and discuss what we notice when con-
ducting fieldwork. The project predicted that anthropologists and biologists 
would see different things when they engaged in what Tsing calls “the arts of 
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noticing”—the situated and sensuous acts of observing, taking notes, draw-
ing, and discussing as we repeatedly walk the site together.6 The phrase “rub-
ber boots,” coined by project member Bubandt, signaled that our goal was  
to get curious by getting into the dirt and mud of the field.7 By discussing 
their different field observations, our diverse team members would stretch 
and expand each other’s curiosities. By relying on joint, exploratory field-
work rather than discussions about already conceptualized research endeav-
ors, we hoped to spark new forms of enthusiasm along with novel research 
questions, objects, and approaches.

The project sought to draw on what some of its members saw as the  
similar field sensibilities of anthropology and natural history. Both practices 
center embodied modes of noticing and description and favor the slow 
emergence of more focused questions from the observation of patterns. At 
some level, we expected a certain degree of methodological tension between 
our team’s anthropologists and biologists. While all of our biologists were 
curious natural historians, they were accustomed to a scholarly world that 
favors more rigid experimental design over more open-ended observation. 
What caught us off guard, however, were the frictions that emerged among 
the project’s anthropologists. While all of the anthropologists agreed on the 
importance of curiosity as a fundamental disciplinary value, we diverged  
on which curiosities to cultivate and how to do so. AURA anthropologists 
were collectively excited to see how they might work together with natural 
scientists to explore the lives of nonhumans within anthropogenic, or human-
disturbed, landscapes. For too long, they agreed, anthropologists have com-
pletely ignored how being human is a multispecies relationship.8 How might 
attention to such nonhuman relations help anthropologists better under-
stand the ecological worlds of which people are a part and on which they 
depend?

Yet some of the AURA anthropologists were concerned about the modes 
of anthropological practice and fieldwork curiosity that seemed to unfold 
from our intense focus on collaboration with natural scientists, experimen-
tation with natural history observation, and the ways that our conversations 
about tree roots and fungi made these entities seem rather similar to the 
objects of standard biological research. Were we just aligning our curiosities 
and categories with those of natural scientists? Were we ignoring the anthro-
pological imperative to be responsive to the curiosities of those we encoun-
tered in the field? It seemed irresponsible, they argued, to consider scientists 
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as collaborators while positioning local people primarily as data providers. 
It felt antithetical to anthropological practice to seek to satisfy one’s own 
interests. Doesn’t anthropology call for more responsive and dialogic forms  
of curiosity?

This chapter aims to explore these substantial, yet respectful, disagree-
ments within the AURA group. It argues that they at once show us the het-
erogeneity of anthropological curiosities and illustrate the tensions among 
them within the growing field of more-than-human scholarship. The chap-
ter begins by outlining some of the anthropological histories of different 
modes of curiosity. It then returns to the brown coal mining site in more 
depth to trace the conflicting curiosities that manifested in our field en- 
counters with a mushroom. The methodological challenges of multispecies 
work that it describes demand what Haraway has called “staying with the 
trouble”9—an approach that acknowledges different sets of compelling, em- 
bodied commitments that “require action and respect without resolution.”10 
Overall, this chapter does not present settled positions on how to be curi- 
ous but highlights a few of the challenges of more-than-human curiosity in 
the humanities and social sciences that leave many scholars—including the 
author and other AURA members—with ongoing and unresolvable uncer-
tainties. It is important for me to note that, while I often use the term “we” 
in this chapter to indicate the collective work from which it emerged, the 
descriptions and interpretations in this chapter reflect my particular (and 
perhaps even idiosyncratic) understandings of AURA events rather than a 
shared group narrative. While my accounts are overly simplistic and fail to 
capture the full range of AURA concerns, I nonetheless hope they might 
offer a prompt for further conversations.

Questioning Anthropological Curiosities

In themselves, debates about how to be curious as an anthropologist are  
nothing new. Anthropology has been simultaneously characterized by  
celebration of the expansive nature of the discipline’s curiosities and intense 
disagreements about their politics and limits. The imperative to pay atten-
tion to everything human is rooted in the origins of the discipline. Con- 
sider, for example, the classic village study that structured much nineteenth-
and twentieth-century anthropological practice. Because village studies 
demanded that scholars collect a wide range of information about topics  
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as diverse as demography, gender, childrearing, labor, exchange, agriculture, 
hunting, and spiritual practices, anthropologists were trained to be “expert 
generalists” with broad curiosities—researchers holistically interested in all 
aspects of a given community’s way of life. In this sense, expansive curiosity 
has long been a core methodological stance for the discipline.

Yet despite its importance in fieldwork practice, curiosity as such remains 
curiously unexamined in anthropology. Late twentieth- and twenty-first-
century anthropologists have written surprisingly few analytical texts that 
address curiosity as a theme. Instead, curiosity more often crops up implic-
itly in methodological texts that stress the importance of being alert to sur-
prises during fieldwork or of the need to collect ethnographic data on topics 
far beyond one’s formal research question. Mentions of curiosity also make 
their way into hagiographic descriptions of famous anthropologists, where 
it is celebrated as a key trait for scholars working in the field. One powerful 
example is a 2002 speech at the centennial anniversary for the Department 
of Anthropology at the University of California, Berkeley, during which Karl 
Kroeber described the curiosity of his father and department founder, Alfred 
Kroeber, at length:

Once, when I was in the Navy, I visited my parents with a sailor friend, who, 
when we were back on the bus, asked me, “Is there anything your father doesn’t 
get interested in?” I remember from an earlier time when a family of bats took 
up residence in vines near the front door of our home on Arch Street, Alfred 
immediately became intrigued with how little he understood bat sexuality and 
the nurturing of young when upside down. Curiosity, I judge from him, is essen-
tially immediate, a response to the specific: What goes on here? How does this 
work? Curiosity is wonder at a material fact suddenly observed, or about an idea 
that has just occurred in thought or conversation. Curiosity borders on nosiness 
because it begins with and never turns away from the physical world in its full 
sensuousness, even though curiosity expands most fully when penetrating into 
intellectual activity. True curiosity seeks an explanation for oneself: one satisfies 
one’s own curiosity, not somebody else’s. This accounts for its link both to pry-
ing into what is none of your damned business and to its childlike innocence.11

This description of Kroeber depicts several persistent ideals of anthropologi-
cal curiosity—an embrace of a childlike wonder, a willingness to be nosy, and 
a belief that seemingly frivolous inquiries constitute serious intellectual work.
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Yet at the same time, a number of anthropologists have worried that  
such curiosities are largely sanitized versions of deeply colonial desires. The 
description above depicts an atomized curiosity, rooted in an individual’s 
desire to know. One might call this curiosity about (in contrast to curiosity 
with). It is a gaze that has violently objectified others—and one that has been 
problematically foundational within the history of anthropology. Focused 
on places outside Euro-America, anthropological curiosities have been in- 
extricably linked to exoticism—to an interest in “primitive others”—and its 
ethnographic collection practices have produced curio displays designed  
to titillate European audiences. Like other imperial collecting practices, 
such as the assembly of plant specimens and the creation of botanical gar-
dens, anthropology sprang from the curiosities of white European men that 
emerged within their encounters with colonial worlds. These curiosities, 
often couched in languages of a distant observer contributing to a neutral 
science, were—of course—far from innocent: they legitimized the measuring 
of human head shapes for the making of racial typologies and the robbing  
of graves for the creation of archeological collections. They also provided 
valuable information about the social organization of non-Western people 
that directly aided the expansion of colonial powers.12 While curiosity was 
portrayed as an innocent drive or a valued technique to unlock and illumi-
nate the wonders of the world, it was clearly anything but.13 Ethnographic 
research repeatedly produced so-called objective descriptions of cultures 
that explained peoples’ practices and defined their identities without their 
participation or consent—and without realizing the anthropologists’ and the 
discipline’s own situatedness.

In the late 1980s and 1990s, during the discipline’s “crisis of representation,” 
anthropological scholars began to deeply question not only their research 
and writing practices but also their curiosities and desires.14 A growing 
number of anthropologists argued that the kinds of curiosity that Kroeber’s 
son celebrates above were unresponsive to colonial histories and unaccept-
able within the discipline. Anthropologist Vincent Crapanzano, for example, 
critiqued the asymmetries produced between ethnographers and “natives” 
when anthropologists assume that their interests and analyses are somehow 
more important or more correct than those of their informants. Crapanzano 
problematized standard anthropological analyses as “a sort of asymmetrical 
we-relationship with the anthropologist behind and above the native, hidden 
but at the top of the hierarchy of understanding.”15 When anthropologists’ 
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analyses and curiosities determined the descriptions of people and their 
worlds, they perpetuated colonialist dynamics. Such critiques of anthro
pological practice foregrounded important questions of how one might be 
curious in noncolonial ways. How could anthropologists engage with often 
marginalized subjects as coanalysts rather than as objects of study? How 
could they follow others’ interests rather than allow Western scholarship  
to wholly determine what counts as interesting? Through such questions, 
anthropologists began to ask how they might move toward more collabo
rative curiosities, allowing their work to be shaped not only by their own 
curiosities but also by those of others.

Multispecies Curiosities

The rise of multispecies anthropology has only further complicated such 
questions about appropriate modes of curiosity within the discipline.16 This 
subfield has argued for more attention to nonhumans within the humanities 
and social sciences as an antidote to these disciplines’ alleged blindness to 
more-than-human worlds. Many multispecies scholars see increased curiosity 
about more-than-human relationships—among anthropologists as well as 
Euro-American publics—as a crucial political practice for addressing ongo-
ing wanton extraction and ecological damage. Responsibility toward other 
beings lies in one’s ability to respond to them, multispecies scholars have 
argued—and for this, curiosity is key.

The work of science-studies scholar Donna Haraway has been especially 
important to this line of thinking. In When Species Meet, Haraway puts curi-
osity about her dog at the center of multispecies practice. In the act of lov- 
ing and living with her dog Cayenne, Haraway finds herself compelled to 
ask: “Whom and what do I touch when I touch my dog?”17 When she does, 
the simple act of touching her Australian shepherd pulls her not only toward 
a wide range of curiosities—about dog breeding and genetics, practices of 
training and cross-species communication, and the forms of Australian set-
tler colonialism that she and her dog jointly inherit—but also toward a mode 
of curiosity in which Haraway allows her inquiries to be fundamentally 
shaped by her relations with her dog rather than by her “own” interests.

For Haraway, this kind of expansive curiosity must be actively cultivated, 
especially among humanists and social scientists, who are not accustomed 
to being interested in more-than-human others. She highlights its centrality 
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via her critique of philosopher Jacques Derrida’s The Animal That Therefore 
I Am (More to Follow).18 While Derrida begins this lecture on categorical 
boundaries between human and animal with a description of being naked  
in his bathroom with his cat, the cat quickly disappears from the lecture as 
he turns to more abstract musings. Haraway criticizes Derrida for failing to 
take his cat seriously:

With his cat, Derrida failed a simple obligation of companion species; he did 
not become curious about what the cat might actually be doing, feeling, think-
ing, or perhaps making available to him in looking back at him that morning. 
Derrida is among the most curious of men. . . . What happened that morning 
was, to me, shocking because of what I know this philosopher can do. Incurious, 
he missed a possible invitation, a possible introduction to other-worlding.19

According to Haraway, Derrida shied away from curiosity about his cat and 
his relations with it and retreated into the comforts of established patterns of 
scholarship that do not work across nature–culture divides:

Therefore, as a philosopher he knew nothing more from, about, and with the 
cat at the end of the morning than he knew at the beginning. . . . Actually to 
respond to the cat’s response to his presence would have required his joining 
that flawed but rich philosophical canon to the risky project of asking what 
this cat on this morning cared about, what these bodily postures and visual 
entanglements might mean and might invite, as well as reading what people 
who study cats have to say and delving into the developing knowledges of both 
cat-cat and cat-human behavioral semiotics when species meet.20

Contra Derrida, Haraway calls for humanists and social scientists to be 
more responsive to and curious about nonhuman others, be they cats, dogs, 
or any other creature. What is essential about the curiosity that Haraway 
proposes is its willingness to allow one’s interests to be captured by another 
across species differences. In her case, her love for her dog torques disciplin-
ary boundaries by leading her to learn from dog trainers and canine geneti-
cists as well as philosophers.

These new collaborators have been especially important in multispe- 
cies scholarship, where many of the beings involved are not very amenable 
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to classic social science techniques, such as interviewing and participant 
observation. Multispecies anthropologists have often addressed such con-
cerns by attempting to expand their modes of inquiry and observation, 
including by working with animal trainers and ethologists, in the case of 
mammals and birds; botanists and ecologists, in the case of plants, fungi, 
and insects; and a host of other observers such as hunters, gatherers, farm-
ers, and naturalists, regardless of kind.21

Enacting Curiosities at the Brown Coal Beds

The AURA brown coal mining project—with its focus on cross-species 
interactions in a heavily disturbed landscape—found itself pulled in different 
directions in the midst of these scholarly trends. In line with Haraway, some 
members wanted to kindle Krober’s childlike wonder and allow their pas-
sions to be captured by particular nonhumans, which would then drive their 
methods and modes of inquiry. But others, often referencing an overlapping 
set of texts, emphasized other curiosities and concerns. Because practices of 
hubris and imperialist knowledge-making have contributed so significantly 
to ecological damage, they wanted to be curious about new modes of schol-
arship that questioned their own curiosities and were willing to see them as 
a possible problem as well as a solution. Drawing on the critiques in line 
with Crapanzano, as well as feminist Science and Technology Studies (STS) 
scholars such as Helen Verran, they wanted to democratize knowledge-
making and scholarly analysis by allowing their curiosities about the site to be 
fundamentally guided by fieldwork as a dialogic social practice. While we had 
different dispositions and interests prior to our collaborative fieldwork, these 
contrasting approaches only coalesced within our field encounters—that is, 
within the mangle of anthropological field practice.22

The Danish brown coal bed area—where our group worked—was a for-
mer mining site, primarily active from 1940 to 1970.23 Mining intensified in 
the area when World War II made the import of coal difficult and height-
ened the need for a sovereign national source of energy. Although brown 
coal is a relatively inefficient fuel, entrepreneurs and Danish state agen- 
cies systematized its exploitation, and the intensive digging that followed 
literally upended the area, leaving barren sand dunes and unstable ground 
with frequent landslides and quicksand.24 The mining required pumping 
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away groundwater, but once the pumps were turned off after the digging, the 
water seeped back in, exacerbating ground instabilities and making the ter-
rain unstable for industrial forestry or agriculture. The area has thus been 
largely commercially unused—a rare thing in a densely populated country 
like Denmark.

Today the mining site is characterized by a mix of lakes, bare sand, and 
patchy forest, some of which had been originally planted to stabilize the 
postmining sands and provide shelter for wildlife.25 Traffic is only allowed 
on designated pathways, since the lakes (water-filled former mining pits) 
have soft, collapsing banks that make it dangerous to go off-road. Among 
the lakes are a few patches of agricultural land where owners grow crops, 
primarily potatoes. Wildlife species, most prominently deer, thrive in the 
area due to its relative desertedness, as do recreational hunters who actively 
feed the herds while trying to keep other people from disturbing them. Dan-
ish authorities carefully manage the area, some of which is, in fact, desig-
nated for recreational use and intended to encourage visitors to enjoy the 
forest and learn about its mining history. Even though the brown coal site is 
rather small in scale (only 16 km2), it is thus a complex ecology, crisscrossed 
by diverse human interventions, animal life, and plant growth.

All of the anthropologists were fascinated by the site, which we saw as a 
place for open experimentation. We were committed to avoiding the pre
definition of research objects or questions, expecting that—per common 
anthropological practice—we would develop them within the flux of field-
work. Yet we quickly found that we differed in our assumptions about the 
processes through which research objects would emerge. Part of the group 
imagined that our research objects would emerge from natural history–style 
observations of nonhuman species in this human-disturbed place. With sci-
entist guides, shovels, and sample bags, they sought to develop modes of 
attunement with other organisms to explore how they express themselves 
and participate in world-making. Their goal was to move from a method-
ological focus on language to a focus on form—on the shapes of more-than-
human bodies and the patterns of their interactions and movements—in 
order to better understand how humans and other beings make particular 
sites together.

Other members of the group shared this goal of more-than-human atten-
tion, but they imagined a somewhat different research process: they antici-
pated that more-than-human research objects would develop out of a process 
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of following the interests and practices of people in the field, including resi-
dents and scientists, who were actively using and exploring the landscape. 
They emphasized co-analysis and sought to develop a research practice that 
would follow others’ curiosities about the more-than-human landscape with 
which they engage. They were deeply curious about how anthropological 
methods, in a broad sense, might expand existing descriptions of more-
than-human relations.

In the following section, I discuss two different field practices—one in- 
volving a fungus (Paxillus involutus) and the other a potato starch factory—
that raised substantial debate within our group. Together, the two practices 
and our responses to them show how different and heterogeneous forms of 
anthropological curiosity arose within our experiments to develop multi-
species methods for the Anthropocene.

Field Encounters

Collectively we wanted to explore how humans and nonhumans came to 
inhabit the postindustrial ruins of the former mining site in the particular 
ways that they did. As we walked through the site, we encountered heaps  
of overburden, a discarded washing machine, an old Bible, deer-hunting 
towers, trees stripped of bark, mowed grassy fields, local residents who were 
managing their land for hunting, mushroom pickers, and much more. One 
of the entities we kept stumbling across was a fungus that one of our mem-
bers recognized as Paxillus involutus. A highly common fungus in Denmark, 
Paxillus came to capture the curiosities of some of our members and to 
occupy a central place in our discussion of multispecies curiosities. We often 
saw Paxillus near the pine trees that were swiftly recolonizing the former 
mining site. Was this fungus somehow aiding these trees in turning the site’s 
barren sands and coal tailings into a forest? Was it a key actor in enabling 
new forms of living in this damaged place?

Some of our members knew from previous experiences in the U.S. West 
that mycorrhizal fungi often partner with trees to allow their roots to grow 
in relatively poor soils. Might this fungus be part of a similar arrangement 
here? After repeatedly observing the fungus and pine together, some mem-
bers of our team (led by Tsing and Gan) decided to dig into the soil to see if 
the roots and fungi were relating to each other below ground. With shovels 
and hand lenses, they were able to see that the fungi and roots were indeed 
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entangled with each other. It appeared that the fungi were helping the pine 
trees to revegetate these highly disturbed landscapes by assisting them in 
extracting nutrients from the brown coal fragments left behind at the end  
of mining.26

Some of our group members were especially interested in this partner-
ship because it was a novel one—this particular species of pine had been 
imported from the United States and was not native to Denmark. These were 
not two species that had coevolved together over a long period of time but 
ones who had quickly come to work together. We were also awed by what 
this partnership had facilitated. With the fungus, the tree had become able 
to spread rapidly across the sandy ground, changing it from blowing dunes 
into an emerging forest ecology that drew not only deer and wolves but also 
new landowners who sought to use the area for hunting. We were deeply 
curious about the hunters/landowners and the ways they used the area, and 
it seemed important to us to trace the ways that their patterns were inter-
twined with (and dependent on) those of nonhumans such as trees and fungi.

The multispecies approach that evolved in this case began from curi
osities about the prevalence of the fungus and its potential for nurturing 
trees in poor soil and then led us to probe how it might vitally contribute to 
making the postmining brown coal site livable for others. Practices of look-
ing underground, sketching roots, and analyzing DNA became techniques 

Figure 2.1. Paxillus involutus at the Danish brown coal field site. Photograph by 
Anna Tsing.
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for understanding how trees and fungi navigate a site remade by particular 
patterns of land ownership, mining, and hunting. By examining roots and 
fungi, the group members who were excited about exploring Paxillus saw 
themselves as extending anthropology’s methods while staying with its com-
mitments to empirical observation and openness to surprise. In this vein, 
their work on Paxillus–pine relations could be seen as a new form of natural 
history description attentive to interactions that are not “natural” in a sim-
plistic use of the term but instead a knot of anthropogenic and more-than-
human relations. Methodologically and analytically, the fungal group (and 
some other AURA members, including the author) aimed to engage the 
techniques of natural history not as a singular white colonial legacy but as  
a set of overlapping and heterogeneous practices through which people 
everywhere engage with the natural world around them.27 The aim was to 
use observation, sketching, collection, and probing to attune oneself with 
the lifeworlds of fungi, tree roots, and other nonhuman beings.

The interest in Paxillus also drew members of the AURA team into rela-
tions with mycologists, who were also interested in both observing fungi in 
the field and further querying them in lab contexts. One of the AURA mem-
bers also spent time in dialogue with a molecular biologist, resulting in DNA 
analysis of fungal samples from the fieldwork site.28 Yet while some group 
members were excited by these investigations, others on the team saw them 
as anthropologically unproductive. We often conducted fieldwork alongside 
biologists and mycologists, and they aided us in seeing patterns in fungi, 
trees, and deer behavior. While everyone agreed that the scientists in our 
group were generous and kind interlocutors, some of the anthropologists 
worried about the dynamics of our cross-disciplinary collaborations, which 
seemed to focus predominately on what anthropologists could learn from 
biologists rather than from truly dialogic encounters. When we focused on 
Paxillus and pine with natural scientists, were anthropologists merely hand-
ing over our curiosities to science?

Some group members worried that the anthropologists were simply re- 
peating known biological information rather than using anthropological 
insights and methods to thicken the story of the Paxillus. Were we contrib-
uting anything anthropological to conversations about the fungus, or were 
we simply reproducing scientific practices and confirming already-known 
fungal traits? In their attempts to become curious about nonhumans, were 
anthropologists jettisoning their disciplinary commitments in toto? In their 
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efforts to attune themselves to fungal bodies, were they simply becoming 
biologists rather than using anthropology to enrich conversations about 
more-than-human worlds?

In addition to the challenges of establishing mutual analytic processes 
with natural scientists and natural science practices, there was also the chal-
lenge of doing so with nonhuman organisms. On one hand, anthropologists 
have been highly critical of the objectivizing gaze of the white-coated male 
scientist and its conceptions of knowledge-making as a dispassionate, disen-
gaged process. Haraway has called this form of objectivity a “God-trick,” in 
which the scientist takes the place of the omniscient deity, able to see and 
judge all without acknowledging their own entanglements with the world.29 
Yet while feminist scholars have critiqued forms of science that create a 
“view from nowhere,” they have embraced notions of situated knowledges, 
where researchers come to know something partially and in entangled rela-
tion with it.30

Some of the AURA members saw fungal observation as an engaged and 
situated act. Lying on the ground, probing into the soil, and glimpsing its 
more-than-human relations seemed to offer insights more attuned to the 
world-making projects of trees and fungi than established anthropological 
approaches that focus on how people encounter and classify these organ-
isms (usually in their above-ground incarnations as leaves and mushrooms). 
While they indeed read scientific articles about trees and fungi and collabo-
rated with a mycologist and molecular biologist, they saw their practice as  
a different and anthropologically inspired mode of noticing that emerged 
from involving themselves with the dynamics of the landscape as much as 
they could. Rather than a view from nowhere, they saw their work as a messy 
and muddy encounter. They also saw themselves as surrendering their curi-
osities to fungi and pines—in that their questions about these relations were 
dynamic ones responsive to their field engagements with these others.

However, some AURA anthropologists were not fully convinced. The 
enthusiastic natural history passions of some of the group members often 
appeared dangerously close to a rekindling of the colonial modes of curi
osity within which those practices had initially emerged. Despite the empha-
sis on attunement, the observations of fungi often seemed more monologic 
than dialogic, with human eyes peering down at these other beings. Were 
there any situations in which observation could actually be dialogic? Fungi 
were responsive to humans and others in that their patterns of growth clearly 
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responded to conditions in which people had been involved—such as soil 
type and the presence of tree roots. But the temporalities of their responsive-
ness limited possibilities of dialogue within research encounters. Given such 
challenges, was there any possibility—in line with anthropological commit-
ments—to be curious with a fungus in a co-analytic sense? If co-analysis  
and dialogue are at the heart of anthropology, were our efforts to focus on 
Paxillus and use scientific methods to engage them pulling us toward modes 
of curiosity that run counter to anthropological commitments?

We also stumbled into questions about the role of the brown coal field site 
in our research. With our abilities to be in dialogue with the fungus seriously 
constrained by our different modes of being and our onto-epistemological 
dialogues with scientists limited by the challenges of disciplinary difference, 
it often seemed that we were seeking to develop our research questions in 
relation to general and abstract scientific literatures rather than in relation  
to the field itself. This seemed to run counter to grounded anthropological 
methods, which posit that larger research interests should be emergent from 
a site, not applied to it. If ethnographic fieldwork is supposed to be directed 
by encounters in the field, is Paxillus a possible object of anthropological 
curiosity—given the specificities of the AURA project?

Some of us wondered if our efforts to study Paxillus were turning the 
lively, relational, and relentlessly specific “field” of anthropology into a more 
general and less engaged space. In learning the biological names for fungal 
species and listening to biologists’ explanations of general processes, were 
we learning anything specific to this site? Was a research effort that began 
from such generalities responding to natural science—as a discipline—
rather than to the field?

Calls for a Different Approach

In the midst of such concerns, two of our team members set out a different 
approach to curiosity—one that inspired and challenged others. Drawing on 
a practice that they had previously called “lateral theorization,”31 they pro-
posed that we allow research objects and trajectories to emerge through 
shared analytical work with the people one encounters in the field. Their 
proposal was to allow anthropological curiosities to be codirected by other 
people in a more radical way than scholars usually permit. Their ambition was 
for anthropologists to let go of a priori assumptions of what might constitute 
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interesting objects of study and to allow fieldwork to be fundamentally  
conversational and dialogic. The participation of others in anthropological 
knowledge-making, then, means not that they provide bits and pieces of 
“data” to address the researcher’s questions and curiosities but that the 
anthropologist and collaborator generate objects of interest and modes of 
analysis together.32

They were as interested in probing questions of more-than-human rela-
tions as were the fungal group, but they specifically foregrounded the ques-
tion of what anthropological methods might contribute to their study. By 
first paying attention to the curiosities of human others, these AURA mem-
bers made their way to a local high-tech food factory that processes and 
modifies starch from potatoes—a place that the fungally curious team mem-
bers had not noticed.33 A potato farmer with agricultural fields located in 
and at the outskirts of the brown coal beds had encouraged them to visit  
the factory. They met him on his farm during a 2014 field trip after they  
had heard that he was very outspoken about the increased number of deer 
in the area, cherished as wild game by some and seen as an unwelcome  
nuisance by others. The population of deer had grown huge, the farmer  
told us, especially the number of females, as hunters were primarily inter-
ested in shooting males with antlers. After voicing complaints about the 
deer that entered his potato fields and ate the leaves of his crop, he turned to 
a topic that clearly enthused and animated him: the wonders of his potatoes, 
a special type particularly rich in carbohydrates that was not meant for 
direct consumption. Rather than so-called food potatoes, his were designed 
to become starch. He told the AURA members that, through the high-tech 
processes in the nearby factory, these potatoes could be turned into ingredi-
ents for all kinds of products that needed starch for the right texture. They 
could even find their way into gummy bears, substituting for their usual pig-
derived gelatin and thus making the candy exportable to Arab countries.34

When these AURA team members handed over their analysis to the 
farmer’s curiosities, they were drawn into worlds that the others missed. 
When they followed the farmer’s suggestion to visit the factory, they found 
still more curious people. The factory salesman greeted them with a box full 
of test products that contained starch from the local potatoes. There were 
diet products in which fats were replaced with a particular modified starch, 
fruit gums of different hardnesses, and a chunk of cheese in which potato 
starch had been substituted for the expensive casein from milk. The pair of 
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AURA members who visited the factory were fascinated by this creativity, 
along with the starch’s wide-ranging global relations, as described by the 
salesman: markets, tariff barriers, the European Union, a worldwide taste  
for instant noodles, a failed tapioca harvest in South East Asia a few years 
ago, the importance of storage facilities, and the charm of local farmers who 
came on their tractors to the factory. The potatoes seemed to contain unlim-
ited possibilities for the producers—and for analysis. Thinking and analyz-
ing together with the farmer and the salesman, these members developed  
a shared curiosity about what the potatoes could become as they were trans-
formed into new substances and entities, such as the factory’s registered 
trademarked starch-binding products—each with their own qualities and 
multispecies entanglements.35

These group members felt strongly that these stories of living together  
in industrial landscapes were highly relevant to AURA conversations about 
land use and multispecies histories. Furthermore, they seemed to be a place 
from which to build an anthropological contribution to such topics—one 
that engaged more-than-human worlds without abandoning anthropological 
methods. As many AURA members noted, it was difficult to explore Paxillus 
in traditional anthropological fieldwork encounters because none of the 
human interlocutors at the site seemed to care much about it or even pay 
attention to it. Landowners simply did not evoke it in interviews or walks 
across the site. Even when our team pointed out the fungus to local residents, 
they did not see it as important or interesting: it became something of a dead 
end. For AURA anthropologists who felt strongly that anthropology should 
be a practice of curiosity with, it was difficult to see a way to be directly and 
responsibly curious with a fungus within the scope of anthropological meth-
ods. In contrast, following the lead of humans who make a business out of 
potatoes opened other possible modes of multispecies ethnography. While 
the natural scientists collaborating with AURA seemed most interested in 
developing research questions in relation to general processes and catego-
ries, the potato farmer embraced analytical curiosity that moved outward 
from the specific potatoes at the former brown coal site. By engaging the 
curiosities of the humans they met in relation to the specific nonhumans in 
the field, this approach maintained the kind of intimate, co-analytic process 
that many in the AURA group saw as integral to anthropology.

While other AURA members saw such research as a contribution to the 
overall brown coal project, they did not see its immediate relevance for their 
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efforts to expand multispecies curiosities. The fungus-focused AURA fac-
tion worried that the lateral approach used at the potato starch factory might 
overly limit scholars’ curiosities by demanding that their research object  
be determined by the curiosities of the people whom they encounter in  
the field. Of course, they were very interested in the observations of locals 
who were themselves curious about nonhuman species; they saw hunters 
and farmers as keen observers of deer behavior, for example, and they were 
attentive to their insights. But many crucial more-than-human relations, 
like those of the fungus, went largely unnoticed by locals. Why should the 
group limit itself to their curiosities and thus ignore important beings and 
processes to which they don’t happen to pay attention? For some, organismal 
names and generalized scientific knowledges served as tools for noticing the 
specific more-than-human relations at the site, rather than a priori explana-
tory categories that blocked curiosities. When no one gave much attention 
to the particular Paxillus at the brown coal site, it still seemed possible to 
some to encounter them in their ethnographic particularity by repurposing 
scientific knowledges and practices that tend to traffic in generalities.

Ongoing Challenges

I have presented some of the tensions that seemed to emerge in the field 
among the AURA anthropologists (as I came to understand them) in an 
attempt to illustrate the ways that curiosity, methods, and disciplinary cri-
tique are bound up with each other. The AURA group seemed to widely 
agree that anthropological knowledge should be coproduced in transforma-
tive field encounters. But coproduced among whom and in what ways? And 
how much dialogue is necessary for coproduction or codirection? These 
questions become particularly acute when anthropological imperatives are 
joined to multispecies research. Within natural history–style observation 
practices, the Paxillus certainly raised new and unexpected questions for the 
anthropologists through its patterns of growth. Yet engaging in a practice of 
collaborative curiosity with a fungus is clearly very different from doing so 
with farmers. Could one be laterally curious well enough with a fungus to 
meet the dialogic commitments of anthropology? Were we merely cultivat-
ing our “own” individualized curiosities about fungi, or were our inquires  
at least partially coproduced with the fungi? Were our collaborations with 
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natural scientists leading us away from core anthropological practices of 
curiosity and back toward more detached, objectifying ones? Such questions 
remain unresolved for the AURA group—and within multispecies anthro-
pology more generally.

Yet the encounters described above show us the importance of think- 
ing curiosity together with modes of critique. The two approaches of fun- 
gal curiosity/attunement and lateral curiosity/co-analysis emerged out of 
AURA members’ concerns about and critiques of existing anthropological 
curiosities—about their blindnesses to human entanglements with other spe-
cies and about the ways that their analytical moves sometimes continue to 
take colonialist/masculinist forms. Both of these approaches offer new modes 
of curiosity in relation to disciplinary histories that they seek to inherit and 
remake.

The point of this chapter is not to argue for either mode of curiosity or 
method but to demonstrate why they need to be considered—and enacted—
together. Multispecies anthropology makes much-needed interventions by 
positing curiosity and noticing as antidotes to blindness about nonhumans. 
It is a key project of becoming responsive to more-than-human worlds. 
While lateral curiosity does not reject such an effort, it slows it down and 
trips it up in important ways. It firmly asserts that there is no external, ob- 
jective position from which to be curious.36 In this way, relentless curiosity 
becomes a method that ensures one is always uncertain about who one is 
and with whom one is being curious. It is a practice that raises essential 
questions about the hubris of analyzing, critiquing, and being curious about 
others from an ostensible outside.

The challenge of building an anthropology that is at once alert to non
human worlds and the practices of curiosity with is profound: by describing 
the AURA group’s concrete tensions and disagreements over how to be curi-
ous with potatoes and mushrooms, this chapter hopes to spark additional 
grounded conversations at this interface. In the case of domestic mammals 
(like Haraway’s dog), many anthropologists readily see the possibilities of 
having their curiosities fundamentally shaped by a nonhuman being, such 
that one is curious with rather than about that being. In practice, multi
species anthropology in relation to such animals has often allowed scholars to 
skirt the questions of responsive curiosity that the Paxillus forced the AURA 
group to confront directly. The AURA project offers no final answers in this 
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regard: its members remain unsettled about how to become co-curious with 
a fungus. What kinds of possibilities do natural science techniques and col-
laborations offer for anthropologists who seek to be co-curious with beings 
very unlike themselves? What are the conditions for being curious with and 
not merely curious about nonhuman others who are so different from people 
that anthropological practices of dialogue and co-analysis become difficult 
to enact? Within this endless profusion of questions and challenges, perhaps 
the only thing that can be said with certainty is that there is a need for more 
attention to curiosities and the curious ecologies of knowledge-making with 
which they are entangled.
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Curiosity, Ethics, and  
the Medical Management  

of Intersex Anatomies
Ellen K. Feder

All human beings by nature desire to know.
—Aristotle, Metaphysics

It’s easy to take for granted the desire for knowledge, what Aristotle saw 
 as a fundamental part of human life. Awakened, as Descartes wrote, by 

“wonder,” the first of the passions of the soul,1 curiosity is celebrated as cen-
tral to children’s learning and character development. Curiosity is valued 
across the lifespan, institutionalized in the most esteemed centers of learn-
ing and investigation. But this curiosity, associated with the expansion of 
understanding and ethical sensitivity, has another side. In the psychoana-
lytic terms of Melanie Klein, the “epistemophilic impulse” is linked from the 
start with an obverse “sadism.”2 In the frustration of the desire for knowl-
edge and the pleasure that wonder brings there lies a destructive potential. 
Klein’s observation about the positive and negative expressions of epistemo-
philia provides a helpful starting place from which to consider very different 
expressions of curiosity we find in the history of the medical management of 
intersex anatomies.

Intersex anatomies are neither clearly male nor female and so challenge 
conceptions of sex difference as simply or unassailably dimorphic. The de- 
structive effects of a negative or objectifying curiosity are readily apparent  
in the narratives that have been produced over the last twenty-five years  
by adults who, as infants, young children, or teens, experienced “corrective” 
genital surgeries and other unnecessary normalizing interventions. The 
positive sort of curiosity Aristotle identified as the beginning of philosophy 
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may not be apparent in these narratives, describing, as they do, the impact of 
decisions made by physicians certain of the need to change intersex anato-
mies and confident in the therapeutic promise of their treatment. Each nar-
rative constitutes an invitation to be curious about the experience of those 
who have been subjected to practices that physicians have promoted—
without evidence of “success”—for more than five decades.

Examining the medicalization of intersex bodies and the resistance it 
produced through the lens of curiosity has led many to look at the history  
of psychologist John Money’s role in the development of the protocol that 
became the “standard of care.” Indeed, the damning history of Money’s  
role has been a keen object of study in the critical literature concerning  
the medical management of intersex since the birth of intersex activism in 
1993. Focusing particularly on the curiosity that appears to have animated 
Money’s inquiries into intersex bodies and lives may enrich our understand-
ing of and appreciation for the moral violation that has seen increasing rec-
ognition. It may also present some surprises that challenge settled beliefs.  
If we find that criticism of Money’s role has neglected positive aspects of  
his work that exemplify the best qualities of curiosity, we may better appreci-
ate the reverberating consequences of a refusal to be curious. I want to be 
clear that my aim is not to excuse Money’s actions. We must not minimize 
the harm to which his work has contributed and that persists after his death. 
Rather, I propose to follow the hunch that the more complicated picture of 
Money that closer examination reveals may offer insight into the promise of 
curiosity awakened on the one hand and the perilous risks of its suppression 
on the other.

Subjects of Curiosity

When I began to consider the place of curiosity in the context of the medi-
calization of intersex, what came immediately to mind was image after 
image of medical students and residents gathered around an infant, child,  
or adolescent in a hospital room or surgical theater. When aspiring and new 
physicians are led—“paraded,” as a number of individuals have put it3—
through rounds to inspect atypical sex anatomies, their supervisors do not 
intend for physicians-in-training to be surprised in the ways that Descartes 
identifies with the passion of wonder. Medicine is not, or at least not at this 
moment, creative, wonder-filled, scientific inquiry, but what we might see as 
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a highly skilled trade, one that puts a high premium, furthermore, on “dis-
passion” in practitioners. And yet physicians are interested in seeing intersex 
anatomies, or other sorts of unusual anatomies, precisely because they are 
not common; they are, in other words, “objects of curiosity.” Wonder may be 
prompted by an encounter with what is unexpected or simply experienced 
for the first time, but wonder comes from “noticing” rarity. Having already 
taken note of the rarity of intersex anatomies, medicine is no longer caught 
up in the wonder that feeds curiosity but in the sort of investigation and 
understanding whose aim is building knowledge.

Narratives by intersex individuals—those that inaugurated an activist 
movement of resistance,4 and continue to appear in print5 and online,6 attest 
to the harms of being the objects of “a kind of prurient curiosity,” as Iris 
Marion Young put it, “that convert[s] the openness of wonder into a domi-
native desire to know.”7 Individuals’ accounts of their experience as patients 
emphasize the effects of their subjection to a medical gaze that has made 
curiosities of their bodies. In the clinic and surgical theater, their anatomies 
are exposed to examination; in the lab, blood and saliva are magnified to 
explain the bodies’ secrets. But such examination, one might reasonably 
observe, is the work of clinical medicine and research that aims to improve 
care for patients.

What appears to distinguish the medical management of intersex, how-
ever, is the startling lack of curiosity specialists in the standard of care for 
intersex anatomies have demonstrated in response to stories of individuals 
who have spoken up about their experiences. Far from the “success stories” 
that multiple case studies in the medical literature represented, intersex 
individuals—among them the very patients depicted in the literature8—have 
conveyed how medical interventions have damaged their bodies and spirits. 
Individuals report chronic pain or dysfunction resulting from unnecessary 
surgeries to remove or reshape genitals that didn’t conform to standards for 
assigned gender. Loss of reproductive function following gonadectomy was 
seen as critical to the successful sex assignment of some; in others, being  
a suitable woman justified clitorectomy. Many speak of trauma resulting 
from having their medical histories concealed from them, or because they 
recall too clearly the experience of clinical examinations intended to educate 
medical students and residents. As one former patient wrote, “I still struggle 
to understand how it can be that medical professionals who seemed so inter-
ested in my care could have been so unaware of how their treatment had 
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hurt me.”9 Wouldn’t physicians want to know about the outcomes of treat-
ment they have recommended or themselves administered?

Painful and consistent, these stories are also, perhaps especially for those 
who encounter them for the first time, surprising. First there is the “fact” of 
intersex, the recognition that there are bodies that fall outside the norm  
of sexual difference. We learn then of the harms entailed by the medical 
management of these bodies. These are not only physical harms, which are 
substantial, but also psychological harms that originate in the secrecy and 
silence—and often outright deception, both of children and their parents—
that has characterized the treatment of intersex bodies since the 1950s. Sur-
prising, too, are the repeated opportunities and attendant failures by physi-
cians and parents to recognize the wrong of these practices in the face of 
these testimonies and now, in the increasing number of international state-
ments condemning them.10 Indeed, that there has appeared to be no reduc-
tion in these practices worldwide in the face of these statements is itself 
cause for wonder: How can it be that a practice can at once appear wrong  
to so many, and yet necessary (and so, a right or “good” action) for others, 
and especially for the physicians and parents responsible for the well-being 
of children in their care?

Perhaps more vexing still is the question of how physicians have remained 
confident in the standard of care even as they failed to engage in follow- 
up studies of their work.11 If information concerning how patients have 
fared over the long-term is inadequate, how could they provide assurances 
to anxious parents who had been informed that their children’s futures 
depended on surgical or hormonal intervention?

Investigation—or the lack of investigation—of outcomes has been among 
the thorniest of problems for supporters of the standard of care. When ques-
tions about the lack of evidence of putative success of normalizing interven-
tions were first raised in the mid-1990s, specialists balked: It wasn’t clear, 
after all, how much patients knew about their diagnoses or the surgeries or 
treatments they had undergone.12 Even the parents who had consented to 
procedures might not be fully aware of the details of surgeries that had taken 
place in the 1960s and 1970s. Daunting ethical problems in conducting out-
comes research came to present apparently insurmountable barriers even 
for physicians who recognized the benefit of robust follow-up, even if only to 
substantiate their convictions that “their” patients would be counted among 
the “happy silent majority”; surely the positive results they could demonstrate 
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should discredit the “unhappy vocal minority” whose stories were raising 
doubts about the standard of care. Despite the absence of evidence support-
ing the standard of care, most physicians have continued as they have, 
apparently relying on the rationale for normalizing interventions formalized 
at Johns Hopkins University in the mid-1950s by psychologist John Money 
and his mentors, Joan and John Hampson. While there have been some 
changes in the standard of care beginning at the turn of the twenty-first 
century (most notably regarding the routine reassignment of male children 
with micropenises to female),13 proponents of cosmetic surgical interven-
tion remain committed to resisting efforts—ethical, political, and legal—to 
alter the standard of care.14

The Origins of the Standard of Care

I am hardly alone in the confusion I have experienced in the face of the  
abiding confidence specialists demonstrate with respect to the importance 
of ensuring that the anatomies of children match their sex of assignment. 
After all, the validity of the standard of care would seem to have been seri-
ously undermined, if not destroyed, following the 1997 revelation of Money’s 
prolonged deception regarding what was reported to have been the success-
ful sex reassignment of an identical twin (known as “the case of John/
Joan”).15 Certainly I was curious about the motivation of those specialists 
whose commitment to the standard of care appeared unchanged in the  
years following Money’s marginalization in medical discussions of care for 
children with atypical sex anatomies. But, in reflecting on the subject of 
curiosity, I realized that I had not been curious about John Money.

On the one hand, that lack of curiosity isn’t especially surprising. He 
makes an excellent villain, as has been demonstrated in the book that jour-
nalist John Colapinto wrote after publishing the breaking story in Rolling 
Stone. Colapinto described how “Joan” (Brenda Reimer) had been living for 
some time as a man, now called David, who had married and was raising 
two children. A few years later, there was the BBC documentary, Dr. Money 
and the Boy with No Penis that described David Reimer’s suicide. His death, 
the narrator intones:

was more than just a human tragedy. It was also a devastating blow to the 
reputation of the psychologist whose groundbreaking research on David had 
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influenced a whole generation of scientists. Because some say that it was his 
unflinching belief in his theories that may have ultimately led to David’s 
death.16

It doesn’t seem quite right to claim that it was Money’s “belief ” in his theo-
ries that resulted in the death of David Reimer. The story that garnered 
Money so much renown (including a story in Time magazine) seems more 
like a function of a hunger for recognition so deep as to overwhelm other, 
also human needs, such as the ethical “pull” to tell the truth.

The demonization of Money satisfies the narrative arc of the tragic story 
of David Reimer and his family, as well as the stories of so many who have 
been affected by the medical management of atypical sex anatomies. My 
own discussions of Money’s work have not been particularly nuanced with 
respect to his role in formalizing the medical approach to managing atypi- 
cal sex anatomies in children. I have highlighted the apparent contradiction 
between the rationale for these protocols—which promote surgery to ensure 
psychosexual health—and his conclusions based on the study of 10 individ-
uals and 238 case histories presented in his doctoral dissertation. One might 
suppose that “the paradox of hermaphroditism” in these 248 cases would 
create, he wrote,

a fertile source of psychosis and neurosis. The evidence, however, shows that 
the incidence of the so-called functional psychoses in the most ambisexual of 
the hermaphrodites—those who could not help but be aware that they were 
sexually equivocal—was extraordinarily low.17

Where Colapinto and many following him see in this passage and the con-
tradictions it reveals a culpable hypocrisy, Alison Redick’s study of the de- 
velopment of the Johns Hopkins protocols and especially of Money’s role, 
provides another view. She argues that the evidence Money gathered in his 
dissertation research did not upset his own suppositions about what has 
been figured as Money’s focus on the imperative to make intersex bodies 
conform to a social order organized by a rigid division of sex. Rather, the 
individuals with intersex who might appear to be the subject of his research 
were for Money a means of finally settling debates about sexual difference; 
rearing, he claimed, “trumped all” other influences, including the activity of 
hormones. The fact that the majority of “hermaphrodites” who had not been 
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subject to surgical intervention accepted their gender assignments without 
psychological disturbance provided ample evidence for this conclusion.

Money’s theoretical analysis appears from Redick’s reading to have more 
sophistication than it did when subsequently presented—including by Money 
himself—and taken up by specialists in the care of children with atypical  
sex anatomies. In his earliest work, Money’s research posed a challenge to 
the mind/body dualism that shaped motivation theory and behavior.18 His 
conviction that “human psychology would always assume either a mascu-
line or feminine gender orientation” was neither a matter of “biology” nor of 
“society” but was a product of a multipart feedback system beginning in 
utero19 and continuing through early childhood.20 This was true not only in 
the case of the majority of individuals who accepted their gender assign-
ment but also, Money argued, in the cases of the forty-one individuals he 
documents (forty of whom had initially been assigned female) who failed to 
accept their assignment “despite the amputation of their phalluses in many 
cases.”21 Second, Money’s work aimed to challenge the view of prevailing 
psychoanalytic theory locating psychological disturbance in psychosexual 
aberration, specifically in homosexual orientation.22

If psychopathology and sex difference figured importantly in Money’s 
dissertation, it was not because he was interested in shaping medical prac-
tice as he would shortly come to do; at this stage, Money’s dissertation may 
be viewed principally as a theoretical work notable for the radically new 
understanding of “gender” introduced there, and elaborated in his better-
known published works. Hermaphroditism lies at the center of this work 
because “hermaphrodites,” as he wrote in 1952, “provide invaluable material 
for the comparative study of bodily form and physiology, rearing, and psy-
chosexual orientation.”23

Indeed, it was this theoretical rationale that Lawson Wilkins, the “father” 
of pediatric endocrinology, sought in Money and his mentors, Joan and John 
Hampson, when he offered Money a fellowship at Johns Hopkins. Wilkins 
had become acquainted with Money as he was completing his dissertation. 
Some of Money’s cases, in fact, had come from Wilkins’s clinic, where Wilkins 
had, only the year before Money’s arrival in 1951, confirmed and was then 
refining the lifesaving use of cortisol for the treatment of salt-losing con-
genital adrenal hyperplasia, the most common condition resulting in atypi-
cal sex anatomies in genetic females.24 At Johns Hopkins, Money appears  
no longer to have been involved in the initial investigation and testing of 



44	 Ellen K. Feder

theories but was instead engaged in the formalization and defense of a theo-
retical framework. He turned, in other words, from a project that now strikes 
me as characterized by curiosity in the positive sense—namely, in asking 
new questions in the face of surprising phenomena—and came to occupy a 
role at Johns Hopkins where his function was to consolidate and advance a 
theoretical framework in the service of developing the new field of pediatric 
endocrinology at a leading medical institution.

Investigating John Money

I was initially moved to question the soundness of my previous reflections 
on Money and his legacy after reading a narrative prepared by “Peggy Cadet,” 
which complicates the picture of Money I had formed. Now a middle-aged 
woman, Cadet had initially been raised as a boy, but had struggled with that 
assignment throughout her childhood and young adulthood. She recalls 
that when she was around twenty-one, she gained access to the medical 
record of a younger cousin, then twelve years old, with whom she shared an 
intersex condition. The record contained “the verbatim transcript” of her 
cousin’s interview with Money who, Cadet writes, offered sympathetic ad- 
vice, and explained clearly and frankly to her cousin that he had choices: 
“Money not only told my cousin that he could change to being a girl instead 
of having a mastectomy, he gave him explicit information about intercourse, 
erotic sensation, homosexuality, transsexualism . . . all presented in language 
geared to a 12 year old’s understanding.”25 These were choices that had never 
been presented to Cadet. “Ironically,” she writes, “the counselor I was seeing 
at that time cited Money’s ideas as the rationale for my not having been 
informed in the same way as a child.” Though Money has been “vilified for 
promoting a policy of secrecy and non–disclosure for intersexed patients . . . 
in the case of my cousin, it appeared that he actually provided the sort of 
information and education intersex activists have argued for.”26

Cadet’s narrative finds significant confirmation in the memories of Tiger 
Devore, one of the very first intersex activists and a clinical psychologist who 
sought a fellowship with Money as Devore was completing his PhD in psy-
chology. Despite enduring nearly annual surgeries for “hypospadias repair”27 
throughout his childhood and young adulthood, Devore had never met any-
one who shared his experiences. He saw the prospect of that changing when, 
as a graduate student, he attended a lecture at UCLA by psychologist Robert 
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Stoller. Having encountered the diagnostic term hypospadias only in his 
own medical records, Devore describes what seemed like a kind of thrill on 
seeing, projected on the screen, his diagnosis, along with others describing 
different conditions that were not yet known—at least outside of the halls  
of the clinic—by the term “intersex.” The promise of learning about others 
like himself who had been born with sex anatomies judged in need of “cor-
rection” led him to ask for Stoller’s help in recommending him for a position 
in Money’s clinic.

Devore’s account provides a view of Money that helps us join together 
some of the stray pieces in what is emerging as the larger, more compli- 
cated puzzle that is John Money, his work, and his legacy. “He really cared 
about his patients,” Devore recounts. “He connected with them and met 
them without judgment.” Well aware of the harm that Money’s work has 
done—and open about his deep disagreements with Money, both during his 
fellowship and long since, Devore recalls the compassion Money displayed 
toward his patients. By his account, the empathic concern Money demon-
strated was a product of his genuinely nonjudgmental curiosity about the 
lives of many of those who came to the clinic, whose bodies or desires were 
taken at that time to be “pathological.” Like Cadet, Devore also recalls  
Money’s efforts to help his patients make adjustments that could provide 
them the space to express their desires and more safely make their way in  
the world.

Money extended a warm welcome to his trainee, who made clear in his 
communications not only his qualifications to work at Johns Hopkins but 
his specific motivation for seeking a position in Money’s clinic. Devore re- 
ports that Money was openly enthusiastic about having someone with an 
intersex condition as a clinical intern. Perhaps not surprisingly, Money saw 
in Devore an opportunity to extend his own renown. Money arranged for 
Devore to be featured with him on a 1984 Baltimore talk show—they were 
interviewed by Oprah Winfrey on “People Are Talking”—which Money 
heralded as the first television appearance by an intersex person speaking 
about their identity and experience. At the same time that Money sought to 
capitalize on his student’s willingness to make public appearances and so, we 
may speculate, imply Devore’s endorsement of Money’s work at Johns Hop-
kins, Money also took seriously his responsibility as a supervisor, encourag-
ing in Devore the curiosity that appears to have characterized Money’s early 
research, and that, according to Devore, was so evident in his clinical work 
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with older teenagers and adults. This curiosity extended both to the clinic’s 
patients and to Devore himself.

Devore’s reflections on what he saw of Money’s clinical work provide a 
better sense of why many of Money’s students and junior colleagues were  
so devoted to him during his life and remain eager to defend his work after 
his death. In what is at least partly an effort to reckon with the uneasy legacy 
of Money’s aspiration to create “a comprehensive map of sex, gender, and 
sexuality,” the editors and coauthors of Fuckology: Critical Essays on John 
Money’s Diagnostic Concepts observe the strident defense of Money mounted 
by former students and collaborators.28 Among them is Anke Erhardt, who 
emphasized in a heartfelt obituary Money’s wide-ranging contributions: He 
was a founding member of the new field of psychoendocrinology, responsi-
ble for important changes to the treatment of variations in anatomy and 
desires. It was Money who popularized the term “paraphilias” to replace the 
pejorative “perversions,” and introduced “sexual orientation” to replace “sex-
ual preference.” This change was crucial for Money, according to Erhardt, 
“because our attractions are not completely voluntary nor simply matters of 
free choice or taste.”29 Erhardt was at pains to highlight the contributions 
that Money had made to the lives and self-conceptions of those who would 
become his harshest critics.

Erhardt was not alone. A few years before Money’s death, Money’s col-
league Vern Bullough had similarly characterized Money as “one of the  
great pioneers of American sexology.”30 Bullough laments especially the way 
that the Joan/John case had been represented and received. Attempting to 
reduce the unfortunate “blot on his career” left by the public revelation of 
David Reimer’s rejection of his assignment (Reimer’s suicide occurred the 
year after Bullough’s “Contributions”), Bullough suggests that Money’s crit-
ics have been unfair or even disingenuous in their condemnation, point- 
ing readers to Money and Erhardt’s caution that successful reassignment is 
contingent on the “clear and unambiguous signals about the new identity” 
parents in particular must convey to a child born with atypical sex.31 Inter-
estingly, Bullough implicates not only David Reimer’s parents for suppos-
edly undermining the treatment designed to help him adjust to life without 
a penis but also suggests, as Peggy Cadet suspected, that specialists in the 
care of children with intersex conditions have themselves failed to heed 
Money’s cautions, simplifying and thus distorting Money’s recommenda-
tions in ways that do not accurately reflect the subtlety and complexity of  
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the protocols he promoted.32 It is not Money who is to blame, Bullough  
suggests, for the criticisms made by the Intersex Society of North America 
(to which Bullough appears somewhat sympathetic); rather, Money appears 
to be a kind of straw man or scapegoat in a set of widespread and frustrated 
demands to resolve the mysterious challenges posed by biology and society 
to which, Bullough tells us, “there is no easy answer.”33 The “real” John 
Money, both Bullough and Erhardt insist, was a deeply curious, even coura-
geous student of the human embodied condition, one who contributed to a 
radical rethinking of assumptions about gender and sexuality.

In his characterization of Money’s work, Bullough rightly emphasizes the 
significant social, psychological, and legal challenges posed by discomfort 
with or intolerance of variations in sexual anatomies, identities, and desires 
that are taken to be outside a rigid norm, and the serious personal risks 
assumed—voluntarily or otherwise—by those individuals whose identities 
and desires fall outside this standard. In her tribute, Erhardt emphasizes 
how Money’s “deep empathy and passionate caring for patients with anoma-
lies of their sex organs, their sexuality, and their gender remained a haven 
for many people for decades. Many felt that he was unique in his under-
standing, expertise, and knowledge, and tolerance and counseling.”34 While 
Bullough is rather forthright about Money’s personal shortcomings, calling 
attention to his occasional displays of obstinacy and even arrogance,35 both 
Bullough and Erhardt aim to defend their teacher, colleague, and friend, and 
decry the misrepresentation of Money’s work and the marring of his legacy 
that both hope will be eventually redeemed. Erhardt recounts how, in the 
last years of his life, Money was “deeply affected” by the “attacks” he had suf-
fered to his reputation:

I tried to reassure him that he would share the fate of many truly pioneering 
giants in science, namely, that we were experiencing a swinging of the pen
dulum that ultimately would swing back and that his work would find the 
proper place in history. Indeed, the pendulum has started to swing back to give 
John Money the proper credit for his extraordinary contribution to the field  
of psychoendocrinology and sex research.36

Erhardt’s promise that his contributions would, in time, receive proper rec-
ognition may have seemed far-fetched before his death. However, the critical 
essays in Fuckology provide some hope for the redemption Money and his 
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supporters believe is his due. The volume’s title may strike a reader as dis
paraging of Money’s work. But Money himself coined the term to name the 
field of inquiry in which he placed his work. Eventually called sexology (of 
which psychoendocrinology, another neologism, would be a part), this new 
field combined a number of existing medical and psychological areas, but 
would also work to challenge societal taboos.37

The slow and difficult work of challenging social taboos that have dam-
aged the spirits of those whose desires or anatomies do not fit the norm 
seems an unassailable good that requires the sort of curiosity that Money 
appears to have demonstrated in the clinic. But the legacy of deception that 
Money left cannot be so readily dismissed as those of other pioneers of  
science and the human condition to which Erhardt may believe Money 
should be compared.38

When I asked him how it could be that Money appeared to have two 
faces, Devore responded without hesitation that the tension between the 
sort of open curiosity Money demonstrated toward his older teen and adult 
patients and the stubborn defense of his academic work came from “the 
institution.” Devore takes his teacher’s aspiration to create a comprehensive, 
“Linnean” taxonomy39 of sex, gender, and desire as a means with which he 
would “find distinction.” Recognition of the sort Money sought—to be “the 
first,” “the best,” “the most influential”—required not only the shaping of a 
classificatory/theoretical apparatus but clinical evidence, and so “proof ” of 
its success.

At an institution that prided itself on being world-class, professional 
respect and renown were valued above all else. Reflecting on his experience 
with Money at Johns Hopkins University, Devore credits his teacher with 
providing both a model for the compassionate clinician Devore has proved 
to be over the last two decades and a cautionary tale that made the practice 
of academic psychology, which demands the blurring of lines between 
research subjects and patients, unappealing to him.

From Devore’s account, perhaps we may affirm that Money did, indeed, 
exhibit an admirable curiosity, a generous and compassionate curiosity, 
which provided Devore and Money’s patients a “haven” in a world too fear-
ful or threatened to tolerate or support their bodily and affectional deviation 
from some fantasied norm. But that same curiosity served also to elicit the 
details that would help Money to lay out what he believed would prove a 
master design of human identity and desire that, at this sociohistorical 
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moment, insisted on surgically creating “normal” bodies from “abnormal” 
ones. Money and a growing body of specialists, whose initial members were 
trained at Johns Hopkins, applied the protocols he helped to formalize  
and shaped the standard of care not only in the United States but throughout 
the West. Intersex patients, then, were both radically affirmed and tragically 
damaged by Money’s work, which contained both genuine curiosity and 
powerful drives to normalization.

That Money’s name and theory no longer appear in defense of contem
porary practice should itself occasion wonder. There is ample evidence of 
his role in the history of harms resulting from the formalization of the pro-
tocols practiced at Johns Hopkins under the guidance of Lawson Wilkins, 
and then in the work of his protégés, many of whom remain leaders in  
the field today. And yet, invocation of Money’s work may now be deployed 
to distinguish past practices from the present. Changes resulting from the 
“dramatic failures”40 of the optimal gender approach, so publicly on display 
in the case of John/Joan and privately manifest in the experience of many 
former patients and their physicians41 in routine reassignments of male chil-
dren with micropenises, have been offered as an implicit defense of present 
practices. Few physicians openly defend the standard of care today, and ethi
cal defenses have been and remain thin. Today any open justification focuses 
on “parental rights”—informed, presumably, by medical guidance—to make 
decisions on behalf of children,42 rather than the health and well-being of 
the patient. Why, we must ask, would physicians who had understood the 
harm of these interventions in the past resist recognition of the harm that 
continues? What does that resistance serve? Perhaps an answer lies in the 
risks, both to one’s professional position and to one’s self-respect, that Money 
himself may well have seen in the potential revelation of the truth of his 
most famous patient.

Curiosity’s End

The institutional recognition John Money sought comes not from what 
Aristotle called “the desire for knowledge” but from the belief that knowl-
edge has been finally attained. What is celebrated, and rewarded, in such 
institutional recognition is not a spirit of inquiry, but its conclusion. Reflect-
ing on the value assigned to this achievement, we may recognize another 
dimension of the ethical violation entailed by the standard of care, and the 
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end of curiosity it seems to promise—namely, the crushing silence experi-
enced by many individuals subjected to the standard of care. This silence 
was not simply a refusal to or proscription against talking about a child’s 
physical difference but also a stifling of a desire to know. The standard of 
care was designed expressly and intentionally to foreclose questions not only 
about a child’s unusual anatomy, or what that might mean about that child’s 
desires, but also about the very fact of intersex. But if this intention was 
shaped by a paternalistic effort to prevent discomfort or doubt in the child, 
and perhaps especially in the child’s parents, these interventions also had  
the effect of stifling a curiosity about oneself and one’s world that is at the 
heart of wonder.

If there is a positive lesson to take from Money’s work, it lies in the cre-
ative and life-affirming value in the curiosity that could be both welcomed 
and encouraged in teens like Peggy Cadet’s cousin and adults like Tiger 
Devore. Understanding how curiosity’s stifling can so brutally encumber the 
prospects for a well-lived life, Devore would go on to build a life’s work in  
its encouragement, supporting and fostering a movement of individuals 
who would find, in the reclamation of curiosity, a righteous anger and new 
prospects for the wonder, the desire, and the delight that the revelation of 
injustice may bring.

Notes

Perry Zurn and Arjun Shankar’s invitation to participate in the “Curiosity across the 
Disciplines” symposium sparked my thinking about curiosity, and I am grateful for 
the thoughtful comments and criticisms they have provided since the event. Special 
thanks to Jameson Garland, Alice Dreger, Eileen Findlay, and Andrea Tschemplik for 
their careful readings and suggestions.
	 1.	Marguerite La Caze, Wonder and Generosity: Their Role in Ethics and Politics 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2013), 13.
	 2.	Melanie Klein, “Early Stages of the Oedipus Complex,” in Love, Guilt and Repa-
ration and Other Works, 1921–1945 (1928; New York: Free Press, 1975), 187–88.
	 3.	Konrad Blair, “When Doctors Get It Wrong,” Narrative Inquiry in Bioethics 5, 
no. 2 (2015): 89–92; Laura Inter, “Finding My Compass,” Narrative Inquiry in Bio
ethics 5, no. 2 (2015): 95–98; Lynnell Stephani Long, “Still I Rise,” Narrative Inquiry in 
Bioethics 5, no. 2 (2015): 100–103.
	 4.	Cheryl Chase and Martha Coventry, eds., “Intersex Awakening,” special issue 
of Chrysalis: The Journal of Transgressive Identities 2, no. 5 (1997); Alice Domurat 
Dreger, ed., Ethics in the Age of Intersex (Hagerstown, Ms.: University Publishing 
Group, 1999).



	 Curiosity, Ethics, and Intersex Anatomies	 51

	 5.	See, for example, Tiffany Jones et al., Intersex: Stories and Statistics from Aus-
tralia (London: Open Book, 2016); Georgiann Davis and Ellen K. Feder, eds., “Inter-
sex” Narrative Symposium, Narrative Inquiry in Bioethics 5, no. 2 (2015): 87–150.
	 6.	See, for example, Jim Ambrose, The Interface Project: Stories of People Born 
with Intersex Traits (2012), https://www.interfaceproject.org/stories.
	 7.	 Iris Marion Young, Intersecting Voices: Dilemmas of Gender, Political Philoso-
phy, and Policy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1997), 56.
	 8.	See, for example, Karen A. Walsh, “‘Normalizing’ Intersex Didn’t Feel Normal 
or Honest to Me,” Narrative Inquiry in Bioethics 5, no. 2 (2015): 119–22.
	 9.	Blair, “When Doctors Get It Wrong,” 7.
	 10.	See, for example, Human Rights Watch, “‘I Want to Be Like Nature Made Me’: 
Medically Unnecessary Surgeries on Intersex Children in the U.S.,” July 25, 2017, 
https://www.hrw.org/report/2017/07/25/i-want-be-nature-made-me/medically 
-unnecessary-surgeries-intersex-children-us; Parliamentary Assembly of the Council 
of Europe, “Promoting the Human Rights of and Eliminating Discrimination against 
Intersex People,” (2017), Resolution 2191, http://assembly.coe.int/nw/xml/XRef/Xref 
-XML2HTML-en.asp?fileid=24232&lang=en; European Union Agency for Funda-
mental Rights, “The Fundamental Rights Situation of Intersex People,” April 2015, 
http://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2015/fundamental-rights-situation-intersex-peo 
ple; United Nations Human Rights Council, “Report of the Special Rapporteur on 
Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, Juan E. 
Méndez” (2013), A/HRC/22/53.
	 11.	Sarah M. Creighton et al., “Childhood Surgery for Ambiguous Genitalia: 
Glimpses of Practice Changes or More of the Same?” Psychology and Sexuality 5, no. 
1 (2014): 36, 38; Lih-Mei Liao, Dan Wood, and Sarah M. Creighton, “Parental Choice 
on Normalizing Cosmetic Genital Surgery,” BMJ 351 (2015).
	 12.	Creighton et al. “Childhood Surgery for Ambiguous Genitalia,” 36.
	 13.	Peter Lee and Christopher Houk, “Surgical, Medical and Psychological 
Dilemmas of Sex Reassignment: Report of a 46, XY Patient Assigned Female at 
Birth,” Journal of Pediatric Endocrinology and Metabolism 19 (2006): 111–14.
	 14.	Milton Diamond and Jameson Garland, “Evidence Regarding Cosmetic and 
Medically Unnecessary Surgery on Infants,” Journal of Pediatric Urology 10 (2014): 
2–7.
	 15.	Milton Diamond and Keith Sigmundson, “Sex Reassignment at Birth: Long-
Term Review and Clinical Application,” Archives of Pediatric and Adolescent Medi-
cine 15, no. 11 (1997): 298–304; John Colapinto, “The True Story of John/Joan,” Rolling 
Stone, December 11, 1997, 54–97.
	 16.	BBC TV, “Dr. Money and the Boy with No Penis” (London: British Broadcast-
ing Corporation, 2004).
	 17.	 John Money, “Hermaphroditism: An Inquiry into the Nature of a Human 
Paradox,” PhD diss., Harvard University, 1952, 6.
	 18.	Alison Redick, “American History XY: The Medical Treatment of Intersex, 
1916–1955,” PhD diss., New York University, 2004, 22, 171–72.

https://www.interfaceproject.org/stories
https://www.hrw.org/report/2017/07/25/i-want-be-nature-made-me/medically-unnecessary-surgeries-intersex-children-us
https://www.hrw.org/report/2017/07/25/i-want-be-nature-made-me/medically-unnecessary-surgeries-intersex-children-us
http://assembly.coe.int/nw/xml/XRef/Xref-XML2HTML-en.asp?fileid=24232&lang=en
http://assembly.coe.int/nw/xml/XRef/Xref-XML2HTML-en.asp?fileid=24232&lang=en
http://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2015/fundamental-rights-situation-intersex-peo
http://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2015/fundamental-rights-situation-intersex-peo


52	 Ellen K. Feder

	 19.	That the process of “sexual identity” begins in utero, with the influence of  
fetal hormones, has been a controversial point. Biologist Milton Diamond, who was 
primarily responsible for the eventual revelation of David Reimer’s rejection of his 
gender assignment as a girl, criticized Money’s claim that fetal hormones had little 
influence on “erotic orientation.” But Money’s research before this time affirmed this 
view, and indeed, several years after his dissertation research, and without any ref
erence to Diamond, Money affirmed the influence of “fetal gonadal hormones” on 
the shaping of “neural pathways.” See also John Money, Sin, Science, and the Sex 
Police: Essays on Sexology and Sexosophy (Amherst: Prometheus Books, 1998). Mon-
ey’s claims, as the editors of Fuckology observe, were “often brazenly inconsistent.” 
Lisa Downing, Iain Morland, and Nikki Sullivan, Fuckology: Critical Essays on John’s 
Money’s Diagnostic Concepts (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015), 9. And yet 
following this discussion can be complicated by the various ways that “sexual iden-
tity” is taken and so confused by authors and critics. In Money’s claims that sex 
hormones do not influence “erotic inclination,” he appears to separate, as some of his 
critics and subsequent defenders do not, the various components of “sexual identity.”
	 20.	Redick, “American History XY,” 22, 166–67, 172. See also Iain Morland, “Cyber-
netic Sexology,” in Downing, Morland, and Sullivan, Fuckology, 113–14.
	 21.	Redick, “American History XY,” 26.
	 22.	Redick, 161.
	 23.	Money, “Hermaphroditism,” 10.
	 24.	Sandra Eder, “The Volatility of Sex: Intersexuality, Gender and Clinical Prac-
tice in the 1950s,” Gender and History 22, no. 3 (2010): 692–707; Downing, Morland, 
and Sullivan, Fuckology, 4.
	 25.	The record of Cadet’s cousin is echoed in a chapter written by Money that 
appears in a medical textbook on pediatric endocrinology. In a section on counseling 
patients, Money emphasizes the need to provide information to young patients that 
does not promote “the trauma of ignorance” and that avoids “the intolerable burden 
of feeling implicitly accused and blameworthy” for one’s difference. Money, Sin, Sci-
ence, 331–32.
	 26.	Peggy Cadet, “Solving the Jigsaw Puzzle,” Narrative Inquiry in Bioethics 5, no. 
2 (2015): E1–E3, https://muse.jhu.edu/article/589226/pdf.
	 27.	Hypospadias describes a penis with a urinary meatus (opening) at the under-
side or base of the penis rather than at the tip, which is typical. Hypospadias surger-
ies are the most frequent pediatric urological surgeries and are usually regarded as 
“routine,” despite a high rate of repeat surgeries and the risk of resulting in what 
specialists continue to refer to as “hypospadias cripples” in the medical literature. 
See, for example, Nauman A. Gill and Abdul Hameed, “Management of Hypospadias 
Cripples with Two-Staged Bracka’s Technique,” Journal of Plastic, Aesthetic, and 
Reconstructive Surgery 64, no. 1 (2011): 91–96.
	 28.	Downing, Morland, and Sullivan, Fuckology, 189.
	 29.	Anke A. Erhardt, “John Money, Ph.D.,” Journal of Sex Research 44, no. 2 
(2007): 223–24.

https://muse.jhu.edu/article/589226/pdf


	 Curiosity, Ethics, and Intersex Anatomies	 53

	 30.	Vern Bullough, “The Contributions of John Money: A Personal View,” Journal 
of Sex Research 40, no. 3 (2003): 230.
	 31.	 John Money and Anke A. Ehrhardt, Man and Woman, Boy and Girl (Balti-
more, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1972), 173; see also Money, Sin, Science, 
318–19.
	 32.	Bullough, “The Contributions of John Money,” 233.
	 33.	Bullough, 234.
	 34.	Erhardt, “John Money, Ph.D.,” 224.
	 35.	Bullough, “The Contributions of John Money,” 235.
	 36.	Erhardt, “John Money, Ph.D.,” 224.
	 37.	Downing, Morland, and Sullivan, Fuckology, 2.
	 38.	Among such cases of “truly pioneering giants of science,” whose reputations 
have suffered the sort of vicissitudes Erhardt evokes in her assurances to Money, the 
thinker who may come most readily to a philosopher’s mind is Aristotle. There is 
good reason to reject any such comparison out of hand. Aristotle’s role as a pioneer 
is unparalleled; his work has been foundational to every single discipline, including 
Money’s. (It is owing to Aristotle’s creative contribution to every recognized disci-
pline, after all, that recipients of the highest certification of educational achievement 
are awarded a “doctor of philosophy.”) Despite Aristotle’s undeniable contribution, 
history has seen the rise and dramatic fall, and rise again, of Aristotle’s stature in a 
number of fields. The narrower comparison to Aristotle’s work in natural science 
may hold up better, as biologist Armand Marie Leroi has detailed in Aristotle’s 
Lagoon: How Aristotle Invented Science (New York: Viking, 2014).

Leroi’s generous re-creation of Aristotle’s investigations on Lesbos urges us to set 
aside any errors regarding function or classification the philosopher made in order 
to focus on the care and insight Aristotle’s meticulous observations of the natural 
world demonstrate. Supporters of Money today may want to take the Reimer case as 
an error, perhaps not exactly like the mistakes that Aristotle made about cuttlefish, 
eels, or women (See Leroi’s Aristotle’s Lagoon). But if the difference between these 
errors is not plain to them, then perhaps we are met with another case of the ethical 
danger presented by the absence (or suppression) of curiosity.
	 39.	Downing, Morland, and Sullivan, Fuckology, 2.
	 40.	 Jakub Mieszczak, Christopher P. Houk, and Peter A. Lee, “Assignment of the 
Sex of Rearing in the Neonate with a Disorder of Sex Development,” Current Opinion 
in Pediatrics 21 (2009): 542.
	 41.	See, for example, Lee and Houk, “Sex Reassignment.”
	 42.	See Claudia Wiesemann et al., “Ethical Principles and Recommendations for 
the Medical Management of Differences of Sex Development (DSD)/Intersex in 
Children and Adolescents,” European Journal of Pediatrics 169, no. 6 (2010): 671–79; 
Mieszczak, Houk, and Lee, “Sex Development,” 545.



This page intentionally left blank 



P A R T  I I

Relearning  
How We Learn



This page intentionally left blank 



57

4

A Network Science of  
the Practice of Curiosity

Danielle S. Bassett

Curiosity is not an accidental isolated possession; it is a necessary 
consequence of the fact that an experience is a moving, changing thing, 
involving all kinds of connections with other things. Curiosity is but the 
tendency to make these conditions perceptible.

In other words, knowledge is a perception of those connections of an 
object which determine its applicability in a given situation. . . . Thus, we get 
at a new event indirectly instead of immediately—by invention, ingenuity, 
resourcefulness. An ideally perfect knowledge would represent such a 
network of interconnections that any past experience would offer a point of 
advantage from which to get at the problem presented in a new experience.

—John Dewey, Democracy and Education

What we know today about the neural basis of curiosity has capitali- 
zed on conceptual frameworks and empirical advances across many 

fields of science. The disciplines that have contributed the most to this con-
versation in recent years include biology, psychology, neurology, and psychi
atry, spanning the gamut from basic science to clinical medicine. Although 
an exact definition of curiosity from a neuroscience perspective has re- 
mained elusive,1 most scientists and practitioners would agree that curiosity 
is accompanied by some sort of information-seeking behavior.2 A particularly 
important characteristic of this behavior is that it appears to be internally 
motivated,3 meaning that no one forces a person to be curious. Naturally 
then, the scientific study of curiosity tends to uncover the motivations for 
and neural correlates of information-seeking behavior.4

One manner in which to formalize this study is to examine perturbations 
of curious thought, which—as it turns out—occur quite ubiquitously in the 
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world we know. By studying how curious thought is modulated by natural or 
unnatural factors, one can begin to infer underlying mechanisms. A canon-
ical example of a natural perturbation of curious thought is normative neu-
rodevelopment: as children grow from infants to adults, the type of curious 
thought they produce appears to change in kind. In young children,5 infor-
mation seeking can amount to heightened attention and focus on objects 
that are “bright, vivid, startling,”6 while in older adults, information seeking 
is naturally accompanied by voluntary movements (of the eye or body) to 
gain more knowledge. One might envision the infant obsessed with the 
cotton-stuffed ball, with colorful velvet patches on the outside, and a rich 
smattering of various sorts of ribbons attached with teeth-resistant stitch- 
ing; and one might contrast this parochial vision with that of a graduate 
student entering the Ren Library at Trinity College, Cambridge, seeking a 
definitive tome on “neurons, networks, and nebulae.”7 In other words, infor-
mation seeking can be distinguished based on the types of information that 
the subject seeks.

Likewise, information seeking can also be characterized by the manner  
in which the information is sought. Indeed, the practice of curiosity can dif-
fer across individuals,8 may change with age and cognitive development,9 
and is likely impacted by stress and socioeconomic status,10 as well as prior 
experience. Intuitively, the practice of curiosity could be impatient or endur-
ing. It could involve seeking completely unknown information or vaguely 
familiar information. It could involve gathering the new information and 
keeping it logged separately like bits of trivia, or it could involve determin-
ing the links between bits of information, fitting them into one’s existing 
body of knowledge. While these manners of curiosity are intuitive, it remains 
difficult to precisely define them, categorize them into classes, write down 
mathematical formulations for their nature, and form generative models for 
their processes. In other words, we lack a science of the practice of curiosity.

In this chapter we develop the conceptual foundations for such a science. 
We suggest that the practice of curiosity can be defined as knowledge net-
work building. This proposition offers an interdisciplinary perspective on 
curiosity that is informed by neuroscience, psychology, linguistics, and net-
work science. By drawing on concepts and tools across these disciplines,  
we suggest that knowledge can be represented mathematically as a network. 
While prior scholarship has focused on definitions of curiosity more akin  
to the force that enables us to seek knowledge, we focus on the manner of 
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network growth in our minds and the potential to quantitatively character-
ize and mathematically model that growth using tools from network sci-
ence. The proposal formalizes many of the intuitions that we have about the 
practice of curiosity, and by that formalization provides the foundations 
from which to construct explicit hypotheses that can be tested empirically in 
humans.

The chapter is organized as follows. In the first section, we define what a 
network is both conceptually and mathematically. In the second section, we 
discuss how networks can be used to represent knowledge, and we review 
key efforts in the study of language networks, semantic networks, and con-
cept networks. In the third section, we outline the general idea of network 
building, and we review models of network growth from various fields of 
biology, including genetics, vasculature, and neuroscience. In the fourth 
section, we unpack more explicitly the bridge between the practice of curi-
osity and models of network growth, placing special emphasis on how this 
intersection can be informed by theories of learning and education. In the 
fifth section, we highlight several future directions in empirical science, 
mathematics, and their intersection that could further inform a science of 
the practice of curiosity, and in the last section, we conclude.

What Is a Network?

To make the notion of knowledge network building concrete, we must first 
clarify what we mean by a network. A network is a representation of a com-
plex system, which in turn is a system that is composed of many interact- 
ing parts and in which the pattern of interactions is far from homogeneous 
and therefore defies simpler modeling efforts.11 Specifically, a network is a 
representation in which the system’s components are represented by net-
work nodes, and a relationship between two components is represented by 
an edge (or a link) between two nodes. Commonly, network representations 
are encoded in a graph G=(V,E) with vertices V representing nodes and 
edges E representing relationships between them (see Figure 4.1).12 Further, 
a common storage object for a graph is an adjacency matrix, which is an 
N-by-N matrix A, where N is the number of nodes in the network, whose 
element Aij indicates the strength of connectivity between node i and node j. 
Naturally then, networks are an excellent way in which to represent and 
probe relational data.13
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Historically, network representations have been commonly exercised in the 
context of social groups, largely in an effort to understand patterns of social 
interactions,14 quantify the influence of a single individual on collective be- 
havior,15 and predict voting patterns or political tumult.16 Across these efforts, 
it has proven critical to carefully consider the definition of network nodes.17 
While a single person is perhaps the clear initial choice for a network node, 
there are arguments both to choose larger components (extraperson objects 
such as groups, parties, communities, or countries) or smaller components 
(intraperson characteristics including brains or brain areas driving social 
behaviors). Indeed, the choice of what constitutes a node depends on the 
scientific question at hand; some levels of description will be more or less 

Figure 4.1. A network is often encoded in a graph, in which a system’s parts are rep-
resented by nodes (circles), and in which relations between parts are represented by 
edges (lines). Art by J. K. Rofling, www.jkrofling.com.

http://www.jkrofling.com
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sensitive to the phenomenon of interest. In other words, the term “social 
network” may be a misnomer for a multiscale network system that can be 
interrogated either in a scale-specific manner or in a cross-scale manner.

Importantly, the concept of a multiscale network is not only relevant for 
the historical fodder of network science (social networks) but also particu-
larly appropriate for the organ that produces our curiosity: the human brain.18 
Network representations of the brain usually begin with a subdivision of the 
cortical and subcortical tissue into parcels, which are thought to perform dif-
ferent functions, and whose boundaries are defined by anatomical19 or func-
tional markers.20 These parcels are then connected with one another either 
using estimates of hardwired connections, as defined by imaging markers of 
white-matter tracts, or by estimates of functional connections, as defined by 
similarities in the time-dependent activity traces measured from pairs of 
parcels.21 Expanding this representation to a multiscale network enables  
us to capture interactions between neural units defined across both spatial 
and temporal scales. Intuitively, these networks then represent the patterns 
of interactions between functional units of the brain that enable the com- 
plex patterns of thought characteristic of humans. Indeed, individual differ-
ences in the architecture of these brain networks across people have been 
linked to individual differences in openness to experience,22 creativity,23 and 
information-seeking behaviors.24

Knowledge as a Network

The multiscale network housed inside of the human skull enables us to 
acquire knowledge, learn new languages, and build conceptual frameworks 
and theories to explain the world around us. While the Oxford English Dic-
tionary provides a quite general account of knowledge as “the sum of what  
is known,”25 Webster’s 1828 Dictionary of the English Language more specifi-
cally claims that knowledge is “a clear and certain perception of that which 
exists, or of truth and fact; the perception of the connection and agreement,  
or disagreement and repugnancy of our ideas.”26 Indeed, knowledge is quite 
naturally thought of as a set of ideas and a pattern of connections between 
those ideas. That is, we do not simply hold disconnected concepts in our 
minds; instead, we hold concepts and their relationships.

Perhaps the simplest illustration of this networked nature of knowledge is 
evident when considering language. Language is composed of units defined 
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over different temporal scales, including phonemes, syllables, and supra-
syllabic objects, each of which is represented and processed in different  
areas of the brain.27 At the finest level of phonemes, pairs of phonemes are 
found beside one another with some specific probability, and the set of  
probabilities defines a network architecture for the language. The rules by 
which these probabilities are defined are the topic of a large body of work in 
artificial grammars.28 At the coarser level of phonological word-forms, or 
lexemes, one can similarly construct a network representation by linking 
lexemes, if they are phonological neighbors of each other in the adult lexi-
con.29 The structure of this network has specific implications for the pro- 
cess of retrieving word-forms from the mental lexicon, and also motivates 
questions regarding the mechanisms that might lead to certain network 
structures.30

While phonological neighborhood is a natural metric by which to link 
units of language, its relationship to knowledge per se is arguably rather 
tenuous. Closer to our focus are semantic networks, which represent seman-
tic relations between concepts: for example, mammal (node) is (edge) an 
animal (node).31 Early efforts argued that these networks are tree-like struc-
tures with connections determined by class-inclusion relations,32 while later 
work argued that such strict hierarchical structures may not be relevant for a 
large majority of concepts.33 Since those early efforts, data continue to mount 
supporting the notion that semantic networks are not particularly tree-like,34 
but instead have a small-world organization (local clustering accompanied 
by a few long-distance connections), and a scale-free organization (most 
nodes having relatively few connections and a few nodes having many con-
nections).35 Both this clustering and heterogeneity are thought to impact the 
formation and search of semantic memory.36 One can expand on the simple 
semantic network by adding causal links between concepts; this extension 
takes concepts organized into categories and enables causal inference, causal 
reasoning, and causal perception from them.37

The number of possible semantic relations between concepts is mas- 
sive. This fact increases the potential complexity of semantic networks and 
can hamper simple interpretations of that complexity. A more tractable 
place to start is to choose a single relation, or a set of similar relations, and 
study the network architectures that emerge. For example, one might wish 
to study the network of concepts in which words are represented as network 
nodes, and two words are connected with one another if they share similar 
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meaning. Technically speaking this approach moves us from networks of 
semantic relatedness (broadly defined) to networks of semantic similarity.38 
A strict way to construct this network is to use information regarding syn-
onyms in a dictionary or thesaurus; alternatively, one can perform labora-
tory experiments in which one asks a human participant to list a sequence of 
words in which each word is related to the next by meaning.39

Indeed, this discussion naturally raises the question of how to measure the 
knowledge network of a single individual, with the eventual goal of under-
standing how their knowledge network might be built through the practice 
of curiosity. Intuitively, individual semantic networks can be observed and 
measured through either verbal or written form. Verbal assessments include 
free association tasks,40 or asking participants to produce narratives or stories, 
with or without visual prompts such as pictures. The structure of these nar-
ratives can provide insights not only into healthy cognition but also into the 
minds of those with cognitive impairments or mental health disorders.41 An 
alternative to verbal measurements is to use written forms, such as stories, 
blogs, articles, or books. Common network representations of these data 
include word co-occurrence networks,42 where words are represented as net-
work nodes and two words are connected with one another if they are less 
than x words away from one another in the text; here, x is a threshold that is 
often chosen in the range of two to ten. Other measures of word-to-word rela-
tions beyond co-occurrence have also proven useful, and many computational 
algorithms have been devised to build such networks from large corpora.

Network Building: Models of Network Growth

While the previous section described the existence of knowledge networks, 
both in the population at large and in individual humans, it did not address 
the question of how those networks are built. Indeed, how does one build 
any sort of network? Intuitively, one might imagine that to build or grow a 
network, one must have a rule for choosing nodes to add to the network  
and a rule for choosing how to link those new nodes to existing nodes in the 
network (see Figure 4.2). In addition, one might consider whether or not 
older nodes or older edges die out after a certain time has elapsed, or after  
a certain amount of growth has occurred. These ideas lead to questions of 
conservation: are there energetic, spatial, or other constraints on the system 
that inform the rules of network growth?
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As one might imagine, the answers to these questions may vary from  
system to system; rules may depend on the purposes of the network, on 
persistent pressures from evolution, and on transient demands from the 
environment. Some of the simplest growth models, however, ignore physical 
constraints and simply follow a set of abstract topological rules. For exam-
ple, the Barabási-Albert model (also known as the preferential attachment 
model) begins with a single edge connecting two nodes, and then iteratively 
adds a single node to the network by linking the new node to m existing 
nodes, with a preference for nodes of high degree.43 This growth model tends 
to form networks with highly skewed distributions of degree (the number of 
edges each node has): a scale-free distribution, in fact, whereby most nodes 
have relatively few connections and a few nodes have many connections.  

Figure 4.2. Knowledge networks can be built in a purposeful manner, with explicit 
rules for choosing nodes to add to the network and for choosing how to link  
those new nodes to existing nodes in the network. This figure is an artist’s rendition 
of the knowledge network created by a daydream, where the meandering nature  
of thought produces a network with loopy structure. Art by J. K. Rofling,  
www.jkrofling.com.

http://www.jkrofling.com
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A recent extension of the Barabási-Albert model is the affinity model, which 
is designed to create more explicit hierarchical structure in the network by 
assigning each node an affinity parameter, and then linking nodes with sim-
ilar affinity parameters.44

While these growing models create networks with architectural features 
that are commonly observed in concept networks—such as local clustering 
and skewed degree distributions—they do not explicitly account for realistic 
constraints in the environment or in the mind of the thinker. Two particu-
larly salient examples of network growth models, which do account for real-
istic constraints, address the development of neural and vasculature systems. 
In neural systems a common observation is that neurons are more likely to 
connect to one another if they are close in physical space.45 A natural model 
for this process is the distance drop-off growth model, which distributes 
nodes uniformly at random in a physical space, and then connects nodes  
to one another according to a probability that is a function of node–node 
distance.46 This model creates degree distributions that are consistent with 
empirical data, and also recapitulates observed patterns of assortative mix-
ing:47 nodes with high degree (also called hubs) tend to connect to other 
nodes of high degree. While this and similar models focus solely on the 
growth of nodes and edges in a single system, models of vasculature have 
coupled models of underlying tissue growth, with the overlaid vasculature 
network growth. Notably, recent work demonstrates that the growth of the 
underlying tissue, coupled to the dynamical equations for network devel
opment, can explain the emergence of highly optimized transport networks 
in animal and leaf vasculature.48

Thus a variety of network growth models span those that evolve by 
abstract topological rules and those that evolve by physically or biologically 
motivated rules. Do these notions help us in constructing growth models  
for knowledge networks? This question has been most actively addressed in 
the context of semantic networks. For example, Steyvers and Tenebaum sug-
gest a simple model for semantic growth in which new words or concepts 
are added to the network in such a way as to differentiate the connectivity 
pattern of an existing node,49 generating both small-world architecture and 
scale-free degree distributions. Interestingly, this model suggests a mecha-
nism for the effects of learning history variables (age of acquisition, usage 
frequency) on behavioral performance in semantic processing tasks. In a 
similar spirit, Hills et al. consider the learning of word association networks 
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and demonstrate that a preferential attachment model incorporating word 
frequency, number of phonological neighbors, and connectedness of the 
new word to words in the learning environment offered a reasonable fit to a 
data set of noun acquisition from children under thirty months of age.50 
While both models are described as generically applicable across individuals 
in the broader population, it is also of interest to examine if and how indi-
vidual differences in semantic networks are correlated with individual dif-
ferences in the participant’s personality or creativity,51 under the assumption 
that the manner in which an individual interacts with the world may impact 
their network’s growth.

Bridging the Practice of Curiosity with  
Models of Network Growth

While growth models exist for semantic networks, no current efforts address 
the active growth of knowledge networks through the practice of curiosity. 
And what is the practice of curiosity? Can one practice curiosity? Many 
studies operate under the idea that curiosity is an innate or default state:  
a capacity that is best characterized as a trait of a person, or the common 
mode in which the person operates.52 This notion is similar to the notion 
that a person has a natural level of self-assurance, irritableness, or self-
referential processing, also referred to as mindfulness. Yet, in truth, self-
assurance and irritability can vary over short timescales, and mindfulness  
is far from fixed in a single person. In fact, mindfulness training can funda-
mentally alter a person’s patterns of thought, leading to a change in their 
decision-making,53 working memory, spatial memory, verbal fluency,54 and 
cognitive flexibility,55 by altering the activity of specific areas of the brain.56 
Similarly, curiosity can be argued to be far from fixed in a person, but instead 
can wax and wane naturally from moment to moment.57 Furthermore, curi-
osity can be modulated by external factors including those present in learn-
ing environments.58 The fact that curiosity can vary and be varied opens the 
possibility of practicing curiosity with the aim of self-betterment.

Here we define the practice of curiosity as the performance of mental 
tasks characteristic of curious thought. Just as in mindfulness training where 
one practices a certain set of mental states and transitions (or lack of transi-
tions) between them, so in curiosity training one practices mental states of 
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curiosity, and mental state transitions following a line of inquiry. Moreover, 
one might practice choosing the objects of curiosity, following patterns of 
curious search, and making time and space in one’s life to act on one’s 
information-seeking proclivities. Metaphorically, one walks along one’s net-
work of knowledge and seeks to build new webs, add new edges, add new 
nodes, or leap into the black (or blank) space beyond one’s knowledge in  
the hopes of landing on some deliciously unexpected idea (see Figure 4.3). 
The manner in which we walk, build, and leap may be informed by our per-
sonalities, our educational experiences and learning capacities, and other 
characteristics that differ from person to person.

Building network growth models for the practice of curiosity then entails 
several distinct ingredients. First, one must determine the type of node one 
seeks; while semantic networks are arguably the most common knowledge 
network studied in the current literature, one could argue that the ideas one 
tends to search for in curious acts are often larger than a single concept. 
Second, one must determine the type and distance of links one is willing  
to make: How distinct may two ideas be for one to still acknowledge their 
relationship? Third, one must determine the manner of incorporating the 

Figure 4.3. One can walk along one’s network of knowledge, deciding to build a 
steady path or to leap to a new space in the hopes of landing on an unexpected 
idea. Art by J. K. Rofling, www.jkrofling.com.

http://www.jkrofling.com
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new node and edge into the existing knowledge network (if at all): What sort 
of architecture does one wish to build? Is it dense or sparse? Ordered or 
disordered? Low-dimensional or high-dimensional? The answers to these 
questions require some explicit notions of distance, geometry, and space: the 
distance between ideas, the geometry of the network, and the space in which 
the network exists.59 Building on the work of Peter Gärdenfors, one can ask: 
“What is the geometry of curious thought?60 And how does it relate to one’s 
own conceptual space?”61 Such a space may even be poetic.62

The geometry of the network that one builds may depend on processes  
of implicit learning that occur as we watch others perform acts of curios- 
ity, either by visual or auditory observation or by reading their written work. 
One of the most commonly studied forms of implicit learning is known as 
statistical learning,63 whereby we acquire knowledge about statistical regu-
larities in our environment. The neural computations supporting this type 
of learning can facilitate either the encoding of pairwise relationships be- 
tween objects or concepts or higher order relational patterns between them.64 
In the context of learning the practice of curiosity from others,65 this human 
capacity could manifest in acquiring knowledge about the types of ideas 
others search for, how they connect them, and, over time, how these small 
steps lead to the growth of knowledge networks. Learning the practice of 
curiosity can be strengthened further through so-called reinforcement learn-
ing processes, where one is explicitly told by another that one has responded 
correctly.66 This confirmation of accuracy can reinforce the learned behav-
ior; one’s nature or idea may be validated as “curious” by another person.

The notion of learning the practice of curiosity from others naturally 
motivates a discussion of education and educational forms. In the common 
forms of education, is the practice of curiosity taught? Does one learn what 
category of nodes to look for, what types of edges to draw, and what sort of 
networks to build? Of course, it is entirely possible that a teacher or profes-
sor lecturing in front of a class for a semester may be able to impart some 
knowledge about the practice of curiosity, as a byproduct of demonstrating 
their own. But perhaps the more natural means of transferring a mode of 
knowledge network building is by mentorship or apprenticeship. Here, the 
one-on-one nature of the interaction can denoise the mentee’s observed sta-
tistical regularities, perhaps leading to a swifter and more accurate acquisi-
tion of the knowledge offered.
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Future Directions

While previous sections have laid out a framework for a network science  
of the practice of curiosity, many questions remain that directly motivate 
ongoing and future empirical research. The first and most natural place to 
begin is to empirically characterize the objects of curiosity that individuals 
seek—whether they be concepts or causal relations, ideas or principles, and 
whether they be crystalized or hazy, simple or complex. The second objec-
tive is to empirically measure the relationships that humans seek to make 
between those objects of curiosity, and the third is to characterize the evo
lution of the participant’s knowledge network as they build. It seems natural 
to tackle these challenges both over short time scales in living subjects (in 
the course of a traditional laboratory experiment) and over long time scales 
in deceased (or merely absent) subjects, by examining the evolution of their 
written work. Collectively, such studies would provide insights into the man-
ner of network evolution that accompanies the practice of curiosity.

To complement these empirical measurements, one needs to build fun
damental theories and mathematical models to explain the observations. Spe-
cifically, one needs to use these empirical measurements to determine the 
parameters and rules of network growth models characteristic of a cohort of 
participants, as well as variations in those parameters or rules that are repre-
sentative of individual people. It is possible that the rules by which we build 
semantic networks are similar to the rules by which we build knowledge 
networks through acts of curiosity. However, it is also possible that curios- 
ity enables us to reach farther for ideas than we would naturally—to seek, 
search, and track with greater fervor and with greater dedication than would 
otherwise be our want, leading us to stretch out tendrils into the knowledge 
network space that would otherwise remain tight local neighborhoods. A 
careful blend of theory and experiment could prove or disprove this inkling.

In this chapter we have described a formalism embedded in the natural  
sciences in which to study the thoughts and acts of curiosity. We described 
the mathematical notion of a network or graph and how it can be used to 
represent information about different sorts of knowledge, from grammars  
to semantics. We then described models of network growth and their rela-
tion to the evolution of semantic networks, which parsimoniously capture 
complex patterns of relationships between concepts. We then defined the 
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practice of curiosity and described how it can be characterized as a purpose-
ful growth of one’s knowledge network, which can be influenced by one’s 
personality, learning capacity, and educational experiences. We suggested 
that further developing, empirically testing, and validating a network sci-
ence of the practice of curiosity could inform not only an individual’s inter-
nal practice but also educational practices at large. We look forward to future 
efforts clarifying these ideas.
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5

Why Should This Be So?
The Waxing and Waning of Children’s Curiosity

Susan Engel

A small boy, playing out in the woods behind his home, came across a  bug in the dirt. He stooped down to examine it more closely. Like 
children everywhere, looking wasn’t enough. He picked it up to study its 
interesting shape, little legs, and odd movements. But then, out of the corner 
of his eye, he saw another bug quite different from the first one, on the 
ground nearby. He had to have that one too. Not ready to give up the first 
bug, but needing both hands to capture the second bug, he did what many 
curious children might do under the circumstances: he popped it into his 
mouth for safe keeping. But as it turned out, that wasn’t so safe. In an act of 
instant self-defense, the bug squirted an unpleasant liquid onto the boy’s 
inner cheeks and tongue. Unpleasant, but not poisonous. The little boy sur-
vived his encounter with the two bugs. Years later, facing another intriguing 
source of mystery involving wild creatures, he wrote this:

The naturalist, looking at the inhabitants of these volcanic islands in the 
Pacific, distant several hundred miles from the continent, yet feels that he is 
standing on American land. Why should this be so? Why should the species 
which are supposed to have been created in the Galapagos Archipelago, and 
nowhere else, bear so plain a stamp of affinity to those created in America?1

When people think about Darwin, they are likely to focus on what made him 
exceptional: his brilliance, intellectual bravery, and vision. And it’s tempting to 
try and identify glimmers of Darwin, the towering adult scientist in Darwin, 
the little boy. His biography makes it clear that even as a young child he had 
a formidable intellect and an appetite for exploring the natural world. Beyond 
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these stable internal characteristics, it is also clear that his mature accom-
plishments rested in part on other benefits as well: wealth and opportunities 
to travel and to study. Those features may help explain what set him apart 
from the average child or adult. But asking what set him apart from others 
may be less fruitful than trying to identify other more common aspects of his 
experience, which help explain his sustained inquiry and intellectual industry. 
By understanding these, we may get a better sense of the potential for more 
“ordinary” children to develop into inquisitive and thoughtful adults. You 
don’t need to be Darwin to be curious and eager to solve intellectual puzzles. 
This chapter is about the path that leads children to become curious adults.

Curious at Birth

Though few ever achieve what Darwin did, in one essential way, almost all 
very young children are like the very young Darwin: they are indefatigable 
explorers. This tremendous appetite for discovery begins with a very power-
ful and simple mechanism universal to human babies. They are predisposed 
to look for regularity and familiarity in everyday life.2 They know the dif
ference between the face of someone they have already seen and that of a 
stranger; they notice the difference between the sound of their mother’s 
voice (which they were exposed to in utero) and that of someone new; and 
when shown pictures or patterns that are different from the one they have 
been shown before, their breathing and heartbeat change, and their skin 
produces more moisture. They not only show surprise and momentary ten-
sion when they encounter something new, they also do things differently in 
the presence of novelty. Specifically, they look longer, studying whatever is 
new or unexpected.3 This attention to novelty is the foundation of curiosity, 
and helps explain why babies and young children learn more than they ever 
will again in their lives. The tendency to devote intellectual resources to the 
unfamiliar powers the enormous advances children make by the time they 
are five. Needless to say, it also helps explain why babies and toddlers seem 
curious so much of the time. A great deal of their daily lives entails encoun-
tering things they haven’t yet experienced: any number of animals, new 
people, most foods, and 101 other small changes to the routines that make  
up a very young child’s day. They quickly absorb most of these new things 
into their schema—that is, the cognitive scripts that guide them through 
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daily life get more flexible and complex. For example, by the time children 
are four they can tell you what they usually have for breakfast, and they can 
also tell you what they have for breakfast on holidays, or when it’s especially 
hot outside. Their mental models include the fixed and variable elements of 
scripts for everyday experience.

The novel becomes familiar, leaving them ready and willing to respond to 
the next new thing. They are curious because so much of daily life entails 
novelty and, throughout the life span, curiosity is based on this one simple 
mechanism: the urge to explain the unexpected and resolve uncertainty. 
This also explains why, as children get older, curiosity becomes somewhat 
less ubiquitous. More and more of their everyday experiences are folded  
into schema that render breakfast, a trip to the grocery store or park, nap 
time, and a visit from neighbors unexceptional and unlikely to spark their 
curiosity. As this happens, more children begin to show specific curiosity for 
domains or events that grab their interest.

For instance, consider Owen at eighteen months. When his father brought 
him to the rooftop of their Brooklyn, New York, apartment building, he 
wandered around, glancing quickly at various things: a rooftop box garden, 
some pails, an old deck chair, and some curled sheets of tar paper. But these 
objects, possibly fascinating to another child, were too familiar to Owen to 
warrant examination. However, there was something he hadn’t seen before. 
A metal spout, attached to a small water tower, gushing water into a plastic 
tray on the floor of the rooftop. The moment he spotted it, he rushed over  
to it immediately, stood watching it for a moment, then crouched down, 
leaned in, and did what any toddler might do: he stuck his tongue out to 
explore the water more thoroughly. For the next eight months, he couldn’t 
pass a waterspout without wanting to watch it, touch it, and, most of all, lick 
it. For a period of time, waterspouts elicited far more exploration from 
Owen than many other more common daily objects and events.

But such vivid demonstration of curiosity becomes rarer as children leave 
toddlerhood behind. Because at the same time that curiosity narrows, it also 
becomes harder for the observer to see. By the time children are three or 
four, they are somewhat less intrepid and indiscriminate in their physical 
investigations. However, as physical inquiry wanes, another process for gath
ering information enters the scene. Children learn to ask questions. And 
when it comes to curiosity, language is a game changer.
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The Language of Inquiry

Babies and toddlers can watch, touch, tinker, open, taste, and experiment 
with the physical world. But they are more limited when it comes to finding 
out about the unseen world: both physical (e.g., bacteria, why smoke goes  
up a chimney, and why heat melts ice but hardens eggs) as well as cultural 
(e.g., why humans poop inside and pets do not, what people mean when 
they say someone has passed on, and what a ghost is). Here, questions are 
the sine qua non of human curiosity. They allow children to ask about a 
vastly larger, more complex range of topics, and to ask for many more kinds 
of information. They ask not just what something is but what it was like 
before, why people view it a certain way, or what others know and think 
about something.

When psychologists Barbara Tizard and Martin Hughes recorded three-
year-olds in their homes, they found that children ask, on average, 26 ques-
tions per hour.4 Of those questions, two-thirds were to gain information.

That means that most children were asking a question every two min- 
utes or so. But just as important, the majority of those questions were aimed 
at gaining information about the world (rather than, say, seeking attention 
or permission). In a more recent study, Michele Chouinard studied the  
language of four children over a period of four years.5 One of her subjects 
asked, on average, 104 questions per hour. That child, in other words, was 
asking more than 2 questions per minute. Chouinard’s young subjects ask 
three times as many questions aimed at getting new information as they did 
other kinds of questions. Children not only use questions to find out about 
the world, they typically want more than names of objects, or simple infor-
mation. They want explanations. Drawing on the language used by children 
in a nursery school in Cambridge, England, during the 1920’s, Nathan Isaacs 
argued that, contrary to the prevalent view of children as focused only on 
the here and now, a closer examination of their questions showed that many 
children were interested in a much deeper, less concrete kind of knowledge.6 
The children in his sample weren’t only asking “what, where, and when” ques-
tions but, just as often, “why” questions. He argued that young children’s 
why questions reflect an eagerness to understand phenomena that cannot  
be explained by their existing knowledge. Thus, even at three, children have 
some sense of when their knowledge is insufficient and use questions to fill 
in the gap. Their impulse to do so is quite strong as well.
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Paul Harris has argued that children’s persistence in the face of incom-
plete or unsatisfactory answers is evidence that their questions serve an 
important epistemological function and reflect an underlying drive for under-
standing.7 They use questions in order to explain the mysteries of everyday 
life, and they are assertive and deliberate inquisitors as they seek intellect- 
ual satisfaction. Consider the following exchange between a three-year-old 
child and her mother:

C h i l d :  Why the dog poops outside?
M o t h e r :  Because that’s what animals do.
C h i l d :  Why don’t we poop outside?
M o t h e r :  Because we’re people.
C h i l d :  But you said people were animals.
M o t h e r :  Yeah, but people have houses.
C h i l d :  But this is Lucky’s house too, right?
M o t h e r :  Yes, but even so, Lucky’s a dog.
C h i l d :  But they don’t like to poop in a toilet?
M o t h e r :  I don’t know. Lucky’s never tried it.
C h i l d :  But he might like it, right?

The little girl takes six turns during this exchange, and five of those turns 
contain questions. Not only that, the questions are not only responsive to the 
mother’s answers, they are related to one another, revealing a fairly system-
atic search for an explanation of two discrepant ideas: (1) dogs and humans 
are alike in that they are both animals, but (2) they don’t poop in the same 
place. Her sequence of questions reveals her need for something beyond 
simple or discrete pieces of information. It dawns on her that something 
doesn’t make sense. We know from her argument that she has been told that 
dogs and people form some kind of conceptual group (you said people are 
animals). Thus, it follows that the same rules might apply. Yet in this instance, 
they are different. People poop in bathrooms, Lucky poops outside. She 
keeps delving deeper when her mother’s answers don’t fully satisfy her need 
for an explanation.

In sum, once children can use questions to satisfy their curiosity, a whole 
new world opens up to us as researchers and to them as investigators. They 
can ask about things beyond the here and now, they can directly seek expla-
nations, and they can inquire about knowledge that is socially constructed.
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Probing Ideas

When you put all the records and diaries of children’s questions (collected 
over a period of one hundred years by approximately seven different schol-
ars) side by side and examine them, an intriguing ambiguity arises. Many of 
the earlier scholars noted the unusual and often surprising nature of young 
children’s questions: “Does God exist?”; “Why don’t we see two things out of 
our two eyes?” But as Paul Harris notes, those examples are much more 
interesting to discuss than questions like, “What are we having for dinner?” 
“What’s this called?” or even, “Why does the dog poop outside?” which may 
be more common.8 But comparing the various data in terms of whether they 
are grand or prosaic obscures an interesting and possibly more developmen-
tally important question: the degree to which the child’s question gathers 
information for an underlying abstract idea. On this dimension, it seems 
that when children are as young as three they begin collecting information 
for fairly abstract problems.

For instance, take this description from Tizard and Hugh’s data:

[R u t h ] was bending over so that her mother could wipe her bottom. In this 
position, her mother could not see her head:

C :  Mummy, you lost me.
M :  I have lost you, yeah.
C :  Can you only see my bottom and legs?
M :  That’s right.
C :  And shoes and pants.
M : That’s right. Stand up straight.
C :  Here I am.
M :  That’s nice. There she is, back again. Off you go!9

This example demonstrates two important features of young children’s ques-
tions. First, the question emerges in an unexpected situation, quite spon
taneously, apropos of leaning over and realizing that the view from upside 
down is different. She must have also realized that when her view changed, 
her mother’s view also changed, and she began to wonder about it. This  
kind of momentary oddity is exactly what leads to brief moments of curios-
ity, like Ruth’s, but also bigger, more extended stretches of curiosity as well. 
But the second thing that’s interesting about it is that it pertains to an issue 
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much larger than what her mother can see of her when she’s bent over. It 
suggests she’s thinking about the idea of different people’s perspectives. Not 
only have most researchers focused on children’s questions about the here 
and now, they’ve also tended to focus on the very concrete nature of chil-
dren’s questions: how an object works, why something is classified in a cer-
tain way, and even how something came to be. But when you sift through all 
the different data, it becomes clear that children increasingly use questions 
to ask about fairly abstract problems, such as the problem of perspective.

Consider, for instance, the following exchange, which I overheard while 
traveling in an airplane:

A little girl, about age four, was nestled next to her mother, in the seat in front 
of me. She was peering out of the airplane window, far down below at the 
ground and said, “Mommy, there’s probably a little kid down there asking her 
mommy if there is a kid up here in a plane. And is her mommy going to say, 
‘Yes, there is a child up there’?”

As with Ruth, this little girl seems to have suddenly realized that all the way 
down on the ground there might be another person, who views the situation 
from a very different perspective. She seems to be toying with the intrigu- 
ing idea that two people can be experiencing the very same moment in ways 
that are both different and very much the same. The idea, or question, under-
lying her question is both abstract and profound. And though, in the stream 
of conversation, it floats right by (as I recall, her mother simply said, “Yep, 
that’s right Sweetie”), it does two things, one for the researcher and another 
for the girl. For the researcher, it suggests that seemingly fleeting moments 
of curiosity may indicate a more sustained and intellectually significant 
interest on the part of a young child. For the girl, it’s a chance to collect in- 
formation on a topic she may be mulling over, however sporadically and 
implicitly.

Both young girls, the one looking through her legs and the one on the 
airplane, are pursuing puzzles, however casually, that jump out at them dur-
ing regular life. But a puzzle such as the possibility for people’s simultaneous 
but opposite experience (the view from under one’s legs, or from an air-
plane) can become something more crafted and deliberate as children get 
older. This move toward a more deliberate and sustained pursuit of informa-
tion first shows up as a sequence of questions or investigations that unfold 
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over time. Needless to say, gathering evidence of such sustained inquiry 
requires tracking children’s questions in their everyday lives and over time. 
Luckily there are such data.

Years ago two developmental psychologists, Brian MacWhinney and 
Catherine Snow, began collecting all the diaries parents had kept of their 
children’s language and all the recordings psychologists had made of chil-
dren going about their daily lives and put them into an online data bank, 
which they called CHILDES.10 When my students and I looked at those  
diaries and recordings, we found plenty of evidence that children do in fact 
focus in on particular things that puzzle them. When they are playing, eating 
dinner, and riding in the car, they ask questions, muse, and speculate about 
their chosen topic—death, consciousness, how one’s voice can be saved on a 
machine and replayed, to give just a few examples. Take Laura, for instance, 
who periodically mused aloud about death. In the following exchange, she 
has just heard that her pet bird died:

M o t h e r :  . . . and he got himself ready to die, Laura.
M o t h e r :  He took his nest down and he knew he was dying and he got 

himself ready.
L a u r a :  He knew he was dying?
M o t h e r :  Yes.
F a t h e r :  He knew.
L a u r a :  How did he know he was dying?
M o t h e r :  He could feel inside.
F a t h e r :  A feeling in the air.
L a u r a :  I don’t want to die.
M o t h e r :  Mm.
M o t h e r :  We’re not going to.

A few minutes later, Laura returned to playing on her own with some  
toys, murmuring, “I wonder what it feels like to be dead.” Over the course of 
two years, Laura engaged in a series of questions about death and dying 
more than nine times, and that’s just in the periodic samples collected for 
this database. One can imagine that she asked at least as many during times 
that were not recorded. We are just beginning to investigate how common it 
is for children to pursue a line of inquiry over time, but the initial data sug-
gests that it’s fairly common. That is, curiosity becomes less about a moment 
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of surprise regarding whatever a child encounters and more about the kind 
of puzzles that engage a person’s interest over a matter of days, weeks, or 
even months. These puzzles may emerge from an interest in a set of objects 
(for example, dinosaurs, insects, colored yarns and threads, clocks, or objects 
that defy gravity) and it may emerge from an interest in something more 
social or cultural (for example, language, social interactions, invisibility, or 
immortality).

But while virtually all very young children are inquisitive, they don’t all 
remain so. The path that leads from the ubiquitous inquiry of three-year-
olds to the selective, probing, and sustained curiosity of the ten- or twenty-
year-old is an uncertain one, riddled with potential inhibitors.

The Risks and Rewards of Exploration

Whether these sequences, which unfold over a number of days, weeks, or 
months, lead to the more crafted and sustained curiosity of which adults  
are capable depends, in good part, on specific features of the environment. 
Here I discuss four aspects of everyday situations that play a significant role 
in determining how curious a person will be by the time she leaves child-
hood behind.

First, though curiosity rests on an appetite for the unknown, it depends, 
paradoxically, on a sense of safety and security. Early on, that sense of safety 
comes from a child’s first relationship: an ongoing and close bond with a 
primary caregiver.

Visiting orphanages in London during World War II, the physician John 
Bowlby noticed that the children, though well-fed and tended to, were  
listless and disengaged to such a degree that they failed to reach standard 
benchmarks of psychological and physical growth.11 He reasoned that this 
was because healthy development required more than food, sleep, and rela-
tive safety. Children also needed to be close to one constant caregiver. His 
observations and insights culminated in his theory of attachment, a pillar  
of developmental psychology. His student, Mary Ainsworth, and her col-
leagues took the theory a giant step further by empirically testing variations 
in children’s attachment to a caregiver. They observed individual children 
(ages nine months to three years) in a room with the mother and some novel 
toys that were unfamiliar to them. After a few minutes, Ainsworth and her 
colleagues instructed the mother to leave the room. The researchers recorded 
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the toddlers’ reaction to this separation. Most babies cried at this separa- 
tion. According to attachment theory, such distress is actually a healthy sign 
of attachment. When the mother returned after a very brief separation, the 
way that children reacted was key. Most toddlers would typically smile with 
joy and relief, hurry into their mother’s arms for reassurance and comfort, 
cuddle briefly, and then return to exploring the new toys in the room. But 
some babies had trouble settling down after the separation. They greeted 
their mother’s return with continued crying, angry looks, and other expres-
sions of distress. Most important, though, when they returned to playing, 
they had trouble giving the toys their full attention, constantly looking over 
at or actually returning to their mother, as if for reassurance she wouldn’t 
leave again. This insecure attachment prevented them from fully exploring 
interesting and new experiences in the immediate environment. In other 
words, the quality of a child’s attachment has a powerful influence on the 
vigor and depth of her inquiry.

The connection between security and exploration lasts beyond early 
childhood. In one longitudinal study, Arend and his colleagues assessed the 
attachment security of two-year-olds.12 The researchers invited those chil-
dren back to the lab when they were four and brought them into a room  
that held a box filled with novel toys. They found that the children who had 
been rated as securely attached when they were two were the ones who now 
most eagerly explored the box and its contents, while those two-year-olds 
who had been rated as insecurely attached seemed timid or reluctant to 
explore.

It’s not a very far stretch to imagine that as children get older the quality 
of their original attachment might not exert a direct influence on their curi-
osity, but it might also work more indirectly. As children get older, insecur- 
ity seems to limit their curiosity in two ways. Children who are, by virtue  
of their temperament or early attachment, uneasy in the face of novelty are 
less likely to ask questions, investigate the world around them, or dive into 
unfamiliar situations. In addition, even those with a relatively secure and easy-
going approach to the world are less likely to explore when they feel scared, 
whether that fear is caused by angry adults or other unstable or threatening 
features of the immediate learning environment. One might even imagine 
that the pressure to “do well,” when learning is wrapped up with tests and 
grades, works against a child’s inclination to seek uncertainty. But in addi-
tion to a sense of security, children need to feel interest and opportunity.
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A wide range of studies has shown that children are more curious when 
they can interact with things and topics in which they are interested. Some-
times this has to do with the inherent “interest factor” of the material:  
how complex, surprising, or unusual it is, or how it is intellectually framed. 
In one experiment, fourth grade children were put into small groups and 
given a topic to study over several days. In one condition, the groups of chil-
dren were encouraged to focus on ambiguous and controversial material.  
In a second condition, children focused on learning the same topics, but 
conveyed in a more straightforward way. The children in the controversy 
condition learned more about the topic than the others. They were also more 
eager to give up a free period to continue studying the topic than those  
in the more straightforward condition. In other words, ambiguity and con-
troversy led to more learning and more interest in learning. To explore this 
idea, Schulz and Bonawitz watched children learn about a new toy.13 In one 
condition an adult demonstrated the function of the toy, and in another con-
dition children were left to explore the toy without any adult intervention. The 
children who were first shown the function of the toy explored it on their 
own far less than those children allowed to examine it without any guidance. 
In this study, by getting to the “point” of the activity, adults reduced chil-
dren’s interest or motivation in exploration. This is but one example of an 
increasing body of evidence showing that uncertainty is key to learning.

When my students and I went into classrooms to find out where and when 
children were expressing curiosity, we noticed that the few places where kids 
lingered to observe were often the most dynamic places, the places where 
unexpected and irregular things could happen. Children would often wan-
der over to the aquarium, if there was one.14 They’d stand there gazing for up 
to six minutes. They’d track one particular fish. Then they’d look around, 
behind the coral, or watch the seaweed float and change shape. These habi-
tats offered much more irregular and changeable phenomena than else-
where in the room. The environmental psychologist Roger Hart has written 
about this regarding playgrounds for children, arguing that they need natu-
ral, complicated, and messy places to play rather than the highly manufac-
tured pristine equipment that often fills the most affluent playgrounds and 
recess areas.15

Some materials, objects, and environments are more interesting because 
they are richer and more complex. But in addition, not all children are inter-
ested in the same things. This sounds so obvious as to be trite, but it’s often 
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disregarded: for children to develop their curiosity they need to have access 
to the particular things that interest them. Research has shown that children 
express much more curiosity when they are interacting with materials or 
topics in which they’ve developed some sustained interest, whether it’s bugs, 
machines, warfare, or clothing.

There is a third feature of the environment that exerts a tremendously 
strong influence on children’s curiosity: the behavior of the adults around 
them. Unsurprisingly, the simplest and most direct way that adults encour-
age or discourage children’s curiosity is by the way they respond when chil-
dren ask questions, open things up, and fiddle with objects. In one study, 
psychologist Bruce Henderson invited children into a room with a box that 
had several drawers on every side, each containing an interesting and some-
what anomalous object.16 In one condition, the experimenter smiled and 
said mildly encouraging things to the children. In another condition, the 
adult said nothing and kept her face immobile. In a third condition, the 
experimenter looked disapproving when the child touched the box. Need-
less to say, children who were encouraged, even mildly, spent more time 
opening the drawers and explored the objects more fully. In similar studies, 
when the researchers assessed each child’s curiosity as a base trait, those 
children who seem less curious by nature were even more susceptible to  
the response of the adults in the room. Thus the lower a child’s intrinsic 
curiosity the more sensitive he or she is to disapproval. A wide range of stud-
ies show this same pattern. By the time children go to school, their curiosity 
waxes and wanes as a function of the feedback they get from the adults 
around them.

Contrary to popular contemporary conceptions of classrooms, it is not 
obvious which classrooms might encourage curiosity and which might not. 
It is not simply that kind teachers encourage curiosity and mean ones do 
not. In one study, we invited teachers into our lab to help us with a study 
about how children learn.17 We provided each teacher with the materials  
and a worksheet to conduct a science activity called Bouncing Raisins with 
a child who would be joining them in our lab. The activity involves mixing 
several ingredients into a beaker, dropping a raisin in, and watching while 
bubbles form on the surface of the raisin, causing it to rise to the surface. 
Unbeknown to the participating teachers, the children were in fact our paid 
confederates, trained to pause in the middle of the activity and drop a Skittle 
into the mixture. If the teacher asked them what they were doing, they were 
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trained to answer, “I just wanted to see what would happen.” In other words, 
they expressed curiosity. In one condition, when we explained the activity, 
we said, “Please use the materials to help your student learn more about sci-
ence,” and as we left them in the room with the child, we said, “Have fun 
learning about science.” In a second condition, we said to teachers “Please 
use the materials to help your student fill out the worksheet.” As we left the 
room we said, “Have fun filling out the worksheet.” The results showed that 
no matter their age, their level of teaching experience, or their gender, when 
teachers are encouraged to focus on learning about science, they responded 
encouragingly to the child’s deviation, saying things like, “Oh that’s cool. 
Where’d you get that idea?” But teachers who were encouraged to focus  
on the worksheet responded quite differently with comments like “No, no. 
That’s not part of the instructions,” or “Don’t do that.”

The data show that the way teachers respond to children’s curiosity 
depends more on their sense of the purpose of the activity than it does on 
their particular characteristics.

But responding to a child’s inquiry is only one way an adult might influ-
ence a child. To examine this more closely, we flipped the bouncing raisin 
study on its head. In this version,18 we brought children into the lab as real 
subjects. Each child did the bouncing raisin activity with an experimenter 
acting in a teacherlike capacity, guiding the child through the steps and the 
associated worksheet. In one condition, halfway through, the adult suddenly 
took a Skittle and dropped it into the liquid saying, “Let’s just put this in even 
though it’s not on the worksheet. I just want to see what happens.” In a sec-
ond condition, the adult expressed no such curiosity, and simply paused to 
tidy the materials. Once they had finished the Bouncing Raisins activity, the 
adult explained that she had to leave the room for a few minutes to get mate-
rials for another fun activity. She said to each child, “You wait here. I’ll be 
back in a few minutes. While I’m gone feel free to use the materials some 
more. You can also draw using these colored pencils and paper. Or you can 
just hang out and wait. Whatever you want,” and left the room. Children 
who had seen the adult deviate from the task in order to experiment with  
the Skittle looked carefully at the ingredients, picked them up, stirred the 
raisin and Skittle around, and talked to themselves aloud about what had 
happened. Children who had not seen her deviate tended to just stand there. 
Some whistled, some looked at the ceiling, and one played a game with his 
zipper. But they did not seem curious about the materials. In other words, it 
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is not only what adults say to children about inquiry, but it’s also a question 
of whether the adults themselves model curiosity.

Why is it that, though nearly all children enjoy a state of almost perpetual 
wonderment and active exploration before the age of five, by the time they 
are in sixth grade they show very little curiosity? What was once a ubiqui-
tous and robust characteristic becomes the province of just a few. Nor does 
this trend turn around even for young people who to go to college.

Until very recently most of the research on the development of curiosity 
has focused on young children. And yet in the past ten years it has become 
abundantly clear that college professors are also deeply concerned with their 
students’ curiosity, interested in whether it is too late to spark an appetite for 
inquiry in the many eighteen-year-olds who appear to have lost any intrinsic 
curiosity. Time and again professors, upon hearing about my work, approach 
me to ask if there is a way to “turn curiosity on” in their college students. 
Needless to say, students are not incapable of learning in the formal sense  
of acquiring information and skills. Rather, it seems that they tend to do so 
only for some utilitarian goal: a good grade or a job offer. Rarely, according 
to my colleagues at a wide range of institutions, do their students seem to 
thirst for knowledge just because they feel compelled to close an informa-
tion gap, explain the unexpected, or reduce their own uncertainty within a 
particular domain.

To learn more about whether college is cultivating the disposition and 
ability to ask questions, we presented first-year students with a brief and 
entertaining PowerPoint presentation about a complex and unfamiliar topic: 
the science of mindfulness.19 We explained that we needed feedback on  
the material for a future presentation. At the end of the presentation, we 
asked each subject if he or she had any questions or comments. A year later 
we contacted the students and said that, again, we needed some feedback  
on another presentation. This time the presentation was about executive 
functioning in childhood. Though there were individual differences between 
students in terms of the number of questions they asked and the quality of 
the questions (e.g., whether they were superficial, probed for more informa-
tion, or explored a deeper implication of the ideas presented), we found no 
increase in either number or quality of questions between year one and year 
two. While it may be that it takes more than a year for college to have an 
impact on this dimension, it may also be that in general students don’t 
become more eager to ask questions or become better at it while in college. 
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Needless to say, this doesn’t tell us much about whether students can become 
more curious at this stage of their development. There is more to be learned.

What Has Darwin Taught Us?

Which brings us full circle to the bug-eating Darwin, who became the 
question-asking Darwin. Rather than relegate him to the realm of outliers—
the unique genius who saw discrepancies and puzzles where others did not—
using those puzzles to fuel important investigations, we now can see that 
most young children engage in some version of bug eating. Almost all humans 
begin life with an aptitude for noticing the unexpected and pursuing un- 
anticipated phenomena in order to resolve uncertainty. As they become more 
familiar with more aspects of everyday life, their novelty detection tends to 
zero in on topics that particularly interest them. They become more sur-
prised by subtler details within a domain, which explains the emergence of 
specific interests. This explains why one child is curious about bugs, another 
about the interaction between people, and a third by visual patterns and 
why, by adulthood, though some people seem more curious than others,  
no one is curious about everything. Though curiosity narrows its focus, no 
data have yet suggested that the startling drop in curiosity during the early 
school years is a necessary byproduct of development. The research is clear 
that children are sensitive to various aspects of the environment: complexity 
and ambiguity, a chance to explore the particular materials that interest a 
given child, encouragement for unscripted inquiry, and role models who 
exhibit curiosity. A look at contemporary educational practice in this coun-
try suggests that very little of the system is designed to foster the develop-
ment of curiosity. Quite to the contrary, most classrooms lack the kinds of 
variety and complexity of experience that elicit inquiry. An emphasis on 
acquiring certain kinds of knowledge and skills has promoted classrooms  
in which mastery is prized over exploration, certainty over uncertainty, and 
answers over questions. Which brings us to the next questions research 
must answer. How long-lasting is the influence of the situational factors we 
have identified? Can a child whose curiosity has been diminished by the 
classroom environment become more curious? Is there any age beyond 
which this is no longer possible? What would we need to do to help the 
majority of children acquire the habit of asking the question: Why Should 
This Be So?
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6

The Dude Abides, or  
Why Curiosity Is Important  

for Education Today
Tyson E. Lewis

Often when people ask a question (especially students), they preface it 
 with the simple saying, “I am just curious.” Such a phrase is more than 

a mere social lubricant. It also has philosophical implications. For instance, 
prefacing a question with the phrase “just curious” indicates that what fol-
lows is not really that serious. The interlocutor is asking on a whim, nothing 
more than that. Further, this phrase could indicate that the question is 
harmless or of little consequence or not meant to be offensive in any way. 
This is no grand inquisition. It is a friendly, incidental conversation. For 
both participants, the stakes are exceedingly low. Such common ways of 
speaking about curiosity indicate that there is a tendency to reduce it to  
the level of a secondary, peripheral form of intentionality. There is nothing 
rigorous about being just curious. It is an occasional, fleeting thought that 
will not likely matter to any of the participants in the exchange, whatever  
the results of the question happen to be. Indeed, one can quickly move on 
without being distressed.

But whereas the common, everyday use of curiosity in the phrase, “I am 
just curious . . . ,” emphasizes the harmless nature of curiosity, philosophy 
finds this seemingly benign appearance a ruse, concealing a very danger- 
ous possibility: when we become just curious, we become distracted from 
the important questions of life. I am thinking here of a particular strand  
of philosophy that leads from Augustine (a fourth-century North African 
Christian theologian) to Martin Heidegger (a twentieth-century German 
phenomenologist) and up to Bernard Stiegler (a twentieth-century French 
poststructuralist).
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In this chapter I want to focus on the educational implication of this  
particular line of analysis and see if curiosity has any educational value. Is it 
ever educationally desirable to be “just curious” about something? I will 
start with an overview of several philosophical arguments that warn against 
curiosity as a distraction, in particular those found in the phenomenologies 
of Augustine and Heidegger. Mis-educative at best, at its worst, curiosity, for 
these philosophers, can become anti-educative. But here I would like to take 
a different approach and argue that Augustine, Heidegger, and other con-
temporary figures have missed something important in their own analyses 
of curiosity. Instead of seeing the distracted nature of curiosity as a deficit,  
I want to use Paul North’s work on distraction as a starting point for a new 
philosophy of education that embraces the distracted qualities of curiosity 
as an asset. As an example of how distraction can educate, I will end with  
a brief analysis of the Coen brothers’ film The Big Lebowski. Although not 
ostensibly about education, I argue that the film has certain educational im- 
plications, especially concerning the nature of curiosity’s relationship with 
distraction. In this film the lead character embraces distraction—or what he 
calls “abiding”—in order to accidently and absentmindedly solve a mystery. 
In short, this film reveals that there are indeed positive lessons from being  
in a distracted state of mind, and that there should be room in education  
for daydreaming, flights of fancy, and intellectual wandering even if such 
activities are not quantifiable in terms of prescripted outcomes or efficient/
effective measures.

Being Attentive to Attentiveness

A number of philosophers are prone to chastise curiosity as a deficient form 
of engagement with the world. For instance, in the book Confessions, Augus-
tine argues that curiosity is a form of distractedness from our search for  
the Truth. The mind has a tendency, for Augustine, to use the senses of the 
body for the “satisfaction of its own inquisitiveness.”1 Such curiosity might 
call itself science but, in reality, it is driven by nothing more than a lust for 
gratification. For Augustine, there are three problems here. First, curiosity  
is focused on knowledge acquired through the senses and, in particular, 
sight. Knowledge acquired through sight is concerned with what is finite, 
contingent, and therefore mutable rather than what is infinite, absolute, and 
unchanging. Because of this, curiosity can only lead us away from the Truth. 
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Second, curiosity is not driven by pleasure in the Truth (in God’s infinite 
wisdom) but rather by a perverse form of inquisitiveness for its own sake. 
Indeed, curiosity is uniquely related to sight, and to the pleasure in the act  
of seeing. The result is knowing for the sake of knowing and a gratification 
in investigation and discovery as such. Third, the overarching result of this 
curiosity is an increasing sense of drifting away from God’s path to the 
Truth. As Augustine summarizes, curiosity is a temptation for the mind  
to wander and as such poses a problem. He confesses that curiosity “might 
easily hold my attention and distract me from whatever serious thoughts 
occupied my mind.”2

This description, I find, resonates with a peculiar moment before Augus-
tine’s conversion in which he finds himself truly in a state of indecision. He 
writes, “So, treating everything as a matter of doubt, as the Academics are 
generally supposed to do, and hovering between one doctrine and another, 
I made up my mind at least to leave the Manichees, for while I was in this 
state of indecision I did not think it right to remain in the sect now that I 
found the theories of some of the philosophers preferable.”3 In an indecisive 
state, Augustine is hovering between belief systems rather than subscribing 
to any one of them. He is curious as to what each system offers him, and  
he is testing them all out. This state is one akin to wandering about, without 
the clear direction provided by belief in God. And for Augustine, this state is 
decisively dangerous, as it could lead the wanderer further and further away 
from Christ. As such, it appears that curiosity is always on the verge of 
becoming mis-educative. It is a state that lacks a clear path, a clear light to 
guide the way, or a voice to call the wanderer back home. It is a state veiled 
in darkness and silence. Nevertheless, in this darkness and silence, the curi-
ous wanderer is also radically exposed to all the possibilities of thought 
without discretion.

But this is precisely what Augustine fears the most. Without the Truth 
orienting knowledge toward God, knowledge falters and becomes an end in 
itself. While Augustine admits that it might very well be Truth that “we learn 
better in a free spirit of curiosity,”4 this natural predilection is also a sign of 
our sin and the ultimate form of intellectual distraction and indulgence. 
Sadly, in Augustine’s assessment, teachers fall prey to the trap of curiosity, 
encouraging students to do well in their studies simply for instrumental rea-
sons. Or they expose students to curiosities (such as Greek myths) without 
understanding how raising such interests might actually tempt their minds 
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to abandon God’s Truth. Indeed, Augustine goes so far as to suggest that 
only God can be a teacher because only God fully understands the Truth. He 
writes, “My God . . . I believe that it was you who taught me . . . because it  
is the truth and there is no other teacher of the truth besides yourself.”5  
All other teachers are marked by their own curiosities, and thus given to 
perpetuating distraction. We might say that the original sin of the teacher  
is precisely the sin of failing to cultivate attentiveness to Truth in his or  
her students.

Heidegger, a careful reader of Augustine, reiterates many of these claims. 
In his analytic of the human, Heidegger argues that there are essentially three 
dimensions of its everydayness: idle talk, ambiguity, and curiosity. While 
Heidegger is clear that he does not want to judge these dimensions—and 
thus presents us with a neutral description of how the human gets around  
in its most banal, day-to-day activities in the world—nevertheless, there are 
moments in his description that at least warn the reader of the potential 
downsides of idle talk, ambiguity, and curiosity. Take, for instance, curiosity. 
According to Heidegger curiosity is, as with Augustine, related to seeing. 
And like Augustine, Heidegger thinks that when humanity is curious, “it has 
a tendency to let itself be carried along solely by the looks of the world.”6 
Once carried away, humanity can no longer be attentive to the existential 
question defining the meaning of being and instead dwells on a rather 
superficial level of experience. Curiosity “concerns itself with seeing, not in 
order to understand what is seen (that is, to come into a being towards it) 
but just in order to see.”7 Pleasure is pure seeing, and the novelty of seeing 
overtakes any attentiveness to what is seen. The result is the “constant pos-
sibility of distraction.”8 The floating, drifting, absentmindedness of curiosity 
can only leap from one novelty to the next without attunement to being in 
its Truth. In this suspended, or hovering state, “circumspection has been set 
free,” opening “the possibilities of seeing the ‘world’ merely as it looks.”9 
These looks are superficial. Thus curious freedom is the freedom to skim the 
surface of experience without ever attaching one’s being to something mean-
ingful. The uprootedness of humanity means that it leads a distracted exis-
tence where it “keeps floating unattached”10 and aimless, always in danger of 
being lured by the next curiosity, by the next inauthentic temptation.

Curiosity flees from the experience of being “amazed” or “marveling”11 at 
the miracle of being, and therefore our everyday condition is a fundamental 
threat to our understanding of being. Instead of the experience of wonder, 
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which stops humanity in its tracks and forces it to take up the question of its 
being, curiosity derails humanity by submerging it in trivial experiences. In 
such a state of suspended hovering, the human can never own its experi-
ences, can never really care about anything at all, let alone its relationship  
to the question of its own being. This is a vision of humanity’s everydayness 
as falling away from being. Curiosity has estranged us from a philosophi- 
cal and educative mood: wonder. Indeed, in Basic Questions of Philosophy: 
Selected “Problems” of “Logic,” Heidegger traces the slow degeneration of 
wonder into curiosity. To do so, he returns to the basic definition of wonder 
found in ancient Greek sources. Instead of hovering from one appearance to 
the next in a curious state, Heidegger argues that “in wonder, what is most 
usual of all and in all, i.e., everything, becomes the most unusual. . . . Every-
thing in what is most usual (beings) becomes in wonder the most unusual in 
this one respect: that it is what it is.”12 This state of mind is educationally 
relevant for Heidegger because it is “the basic disposition that primordially 
disposes man into the beginning of thinking.”13 We are no longer distracted 
by the flow of beings but rather stop and think about the very being of these 
beings, what makes them beings at all. This is why the experience of wonder 
is, for Heidegger, the most fundamental form of attunement. If curiosity is a 
kind of absentminded drifting among beings (lured forever by the appear-
ance of the new), then wonder is the mindfulness of being as such (that 
which is not new at all but has always already been there in the background 
of our experience as that which makes all experience possible). And when 
curiosity becomes our dominant attunement, education is precisely what is 
at stake. From the moment that humanity becomes curious, “then in place 
of the basic disposition of wonder, the avidity [Gier in German is closely 
related to the word for curiosity, Neugier] for learning and calculation enters 
in. Philosophy itself then becomes one institution among others, it becomes 
subjected to a goal which is all the more insidious the higher it is . . . ‘edu
cation.’”14 Again, echoes of Augustine can be heard here. For both, curiosity 
is a temptation because it finds pleasure in learning as such, in seeing as 
such. Education is no longer in the service of Truth, does not stay with the 
Truth but rather offers restless excitement through continual change.

Taking these warnings seriously, there is a strong movement in educa-
tional philosophy to return to the virtues of attentiveness. Informed by the 
recent work of Bernard Stiegler, educational theorists argue that the dis-
tracted dimension of curiosity is a major danger to youth and to society as a 
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whole. Indeed, for Stiegler, without the intellectual capability to be attentive, 
youth become careless consumers who are lazy, cowardly, irresponsible, and 
infantile. As opposed to a culture industry that “destroys attention along 
with the ability to concentrate on an object of attention,”15 “scholarly educa-
tion . . . consists entirely of psychotechniques for capturing and fashioning 
attention.”16 Thus instead of the infantile state of interminable immaturity 
caused by media and consumer culture, scholarly education produces indi-
viduals who are mature precisely because of their attentiveness to the self and 
the world. Here attentiveness means caring for ideas, things, and language 
so as to think them and give them meaning and significance in a world. 
Importantly, Stiegler avoids any discussion of curiosity in his reconstruction 
of education as a system for forming attention. This is no coincidence, for 
curiosity has been linked with precisely the forms of distractedness of which 
Stiegler is critical. While frequently aligned with inquisitiveness, curiosity is 
also characterized negatively as something that leads astray. Its educational 
value is therefore dubious.

In short, there is a philosophical lineage here that questions whether or 
not “just curious” is educationally relevant. Or, perhaps worse, this same 
lineage could indicate that “just curious” is a condition that needs to be 
overcome in order for real, authentic education to happen at all. To call into 
question this lineage, I want to make a surprising move. I want to leave 
behind philosophical texts and take a curious leap into the world of film. I 
want to do so for a simple reason: according to Walter Benjamin in his 
famous essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” 
film is the distracted medium par excellence.17 As such, if one wants to 
explore the meaning of distraction, then it is best to go directly to the source.

Rethinking Distraction

OK, I lied a bit. We still have some philosophical setting up that needs to 
happen before we move on to film. In particular, I want to point to another 
tradition in philosophy—a minor one—that is interested in distraction as a 
positive, rather than a negative, state. I want to leverage this minor tradition 
in order to argue that educationalists should not reject the distracted dimen-
sion of curiosity but rather yield to it. Instead of disparaging what is most 
suspect about curiosity, embrace it fully. What would we find in this move-
ment into rather than beyond the curious? Key to answering this question is 
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liberating curiosity from comparison with attentiveness, therefore thinking 
it on its own terms (even if these terms are rather distracting).

Distractedness is a marginal mental phenomenon that always tends to- 
ward that which is on the verge of or has already disappeared, hence phi-
losophy’s suspicions of it. In other words, it always concerns the presence of 
a nonbeing, a specter, or a nonthought within thought. For Paul North dis-
traction is “a paradoxical capacity to receive non-beings” in the form of day-
dreams, flights of fancy, and so forth, while at the same time “resist[ing] 
becoming an object of thought.”18 Distraction happens when the mind lets 
go of bonds to intellectual structures, determining concepts/categories, and 
passionate attachments to norms. And when such bonds are loosened, the 
mind can drift off topic (“Where was I again?”), the eye can be caught by 
something appearing in our peripheral vision that escapes the mind (“What 
was that?”), and there can be moments of interruption where the flow of 
thought gives way to the blankness of no thought (“I seem to have lost my 
train of thought . . .”). While Stiegler argues that attentiveness is the fulcrum 
of caring for the world, North argues that attention focuses on stretching  
out and taking possession of the world (ad-tenere). Attention is therefore 
concerned with a will to possess that is capable of providing continuity and 
unity to the self. Distraction on the other hand “gives itself away”19 and is 
therefore a form of dispossession. The unity of self provided by attention (as 
a possession of experience) suddenly loses itself, exposing itself to dispersal.

On North’s reading, we can approach Heidegger’s theory of curiosity with 
new eyes and see something that Heidegger himself had missed. In order to 
guard against the dangers of dissipation and dispersal—as in a curious state 
of being—Heidegger turns toward an ontology of care. Care steps in to  
stop the dispersal process and to provide some kind of ontological unity to 
humanity’s everyday being. What is avoided here is, for North, a theory of 
dispersal–distraction as such—a theory of curiosity that does not fall back 
on the normative value placed on wholeness, unity, and attentive concen
tration. What Augustine, Heidegger, and later Stiegler avoid at all costs is a 
theoretical confrontation with not caring, with a kind of being that loses 
itself in what it yields to, that disperses itself to the margins. This would be  
a state of being that is careless, directionless, and open to the contingencies 
of what happens to it. By maximizing distractibility, a carefree life would 
help throw into high relief the features of curiosity that are most curious. I 
mean this in two senses. First, this life would be curious in that it would be 
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strange, unfamiliar, and perhaps shocking for those of us who value the long-
established norms of attention and care. Indeed, such a life might appear 
meaningless, disorderly, silly, if not a total waste of time. Second, in its dis-
persion, distracted life would threaten any foundational social system pred-
icated on the predictable certainty and regularity of an attentive, consistent, 
and unified identity. In this sense, distraction would prove to be the politi-
cally anarchic dimension of being “just curious.” If philosophy cares about 
and promotes care for an arche, then the distractive excess of curiosity would 
threaten this arche with anarchic digression and disorientation.

The Educational Value of Distractedness:  
A Comparison of Two “Detectives”

The question becomes: How can North be used as a new starting point for 
theorizing curiosity as an educational virtue without losing curiosity’s dis-
tracting qualities? Here I will turn to an unlikely example of how the dis-
tractible dimension of curiosity can be educational: the Coen brothers’ cult 
classic The Big Lebowski.20 The character referred to as “the Dude” is per-
petually distracted and, in this distraction, is open to the contingent flow  
of experiences as they drift by. He is caught up in things and yields to  
what appears. Even his speech is infected by the meaningless phrases he 
haphazardly adopts from the other characters he meets (“in the parlance of 
our times . . .”). But more important, I argue the form of the film itself is 
distracted. I will conclude this section by contrasting the content and form 
of The Big Lebowski with another Coen brothers’ film, No Country for Old 
Men,21 which, in many ways, also offers a commentary on curiosity, but this 
time from an opposing existential angle.

The opening sequence of The Big Lebowski summarizes many of these 
points. The stranger who narrates the story starts with a series of perplex- 
ing observations about the curiously enigmatic character of the Dude. “A  
lot about the Dude didn’t make a whole lot of sense,” the narrator ponders. 
The narrator goes on to warn the audience that the Dude might appear to  
be the “laziest [man] worldwide.” Playing in the background of the voice- 
over is the cowboy classic “Tumbling Tumble Weeds,” as sung by Sons of the 
Pioneers. The song lazily “drifts along” as we literally see a tumbleweed roll 
aimlessly through Los Angeles (a place that is full of drifters, strangers, dis-
placed peoples, and hapless wanderers). The metaphor is clear: the Dude is 
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a tumbleweed himself—drifting, hovering, aimlessly meandering through 
life. But what is unique here is that the narrator embraces this condition and 
even praises it as somehow suitable to the times. Indeed, the rest of the film 
is a demonstration of what we can yield by fully yielding to a tumbling, dis-
tracted form of curiosity.

The rootlessness of the Dude means that he is radically passive, the brunt 
of a series of misadventures and misunderstandings (his rug is pissed on,  
his car is stolen, and so forth). And despite all these distractions, the Dude 
“solves” the crime precisely by not paying attention to it. He almost literally 
stumbles over the solution to the mystery that defines the dramatic plot of 
the film. Unlike other famous detectives, the Dude remains absentminded 
throughout. He admits, “I am adhering to a pretty strict drug regimen to 
keep my mind limber.” The limberness of his mind refers to a state of maxi-
mal flexibility wherein tangential and seemingly unrelated bits and pieces  
of information can hang loosely together. Instead of forcing connections 
between these fragments, he simply abandons himself to the flow of expe
riences with a curious ease, and through his misadventures tumbles head-
long into various solutions and/or answers to interconnected mysteries.

The proper term to describe this state of maximal distractibility is “abid-
ing.” When the stranger tells the Dude to “Take it easy,” he replies, “The 
Dude abides.” For North, such abiding could be conceptualized as a par
ticular form of curious yielding.22 Yielding means giving in but also giving 
over (as in yielding a crop). Only by yielding to the situation through curios-
ity, only by abiding through distraction, can the Dude’s actions yield any-
thing at all. This is not the picture of the detective who is driven by a will  
to solve a case, who is characterized by superhuman attentiveness (as in the 
TV show “Monk” or even Sherlock Holmes), but a kind of absentminded 
drifter who allows the case to come to him, wash over him in a series of mis
haps and comical reversals of fortune. Yielding to these forces with casual, 
absentminded curiosity produces a yield.

On this reading, the Dude embodies precisely those qualities that the pro-
ponents of attentiveness and wonderment abhor. Unlike Stiegler’s mature, 
attentive, and responsible adult, the Dude is immature, inattentive, and irre-
sponsible throughout most of the film. He lacks a job; he is a “bum”; he is  
a pothead; and he has an abiding personality. And yet, instead of viewing 
these from the perspective of attentiveness as a normative ideal, the film asks 
the audience to view distraction on its own terms, and therein find a new 
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kind of intelligence in giving one’s self over and giving in to the experiences 
that float by. Of course, the Dude’s narrative begins with a certain desire  
for compensation after his rug had been mistakenly pissed on, yet it would 
be incorrect to interpret the film as a series of events centered on his desire 
to right this particular wrong. Such a reading would be reductive at best as  
it would take what is merely an accidental (and largely inconsequential) 
moment that jumpstarts the narrative as an unconscious, motivating force 
behind all the Dude’s actions. Missed here is how the Dude abides, giving 
way on even this desire in order to be taken up by the world around him. 
Likewise, it would be wrong to reduce the motive driving the film to the 
Dude’s love of bowling. Although the impending bowling tournament is 
always in the background of the narrative, providing some kind of continu-
ity to the action, it never happens, and, indeed, this does not seem to matter 
at all to the Dude, who merely keeps abiding. Thus, it is crucial to note that, 
in the end, he has no rug, no monetary compensation for the loss of his rug, 
and no bowling trophy, yet he continues to abide.

Because the film does not satisfy audience expectations to see the Dude  
at home with a decent rug (what will tie his room together?) or engaged in  
a hilarious bowling tournament (would the Dude’s team win against Jesus 
Quintana?), many felt that the film was somewhat of a failure.23 The rug 
fiasco led nowhere (except to the death of the Dude’s friend, Donny) and  
the bowling tournament never materialized. Even the mystery concerning 
Bunny Lebowski and her abduction is somewhat of an anticlimax. Thus the 
fundamental plotlines of the film do not yield to our expectations for any 
genre of film or, even worse, the film does not yield to our expectations for 
what a Coen brothers’ film should be. The tight, intricate, and driven plots 
of Fargo or Miller’s Crossing (two more famous Coen films) are missing here, 
leaving the audience with what seems to be a half-hearted, half-baked try 
that might have needed a few more drafts before it was screen ready.

But I would suggest another reading. Not only do the characters in the 
film embody curiosity, the form of the film itself exemplifies the distracted 
nature of cinema that Benjamin describes. The film is a tumbling tumble-
weed, meandering around absentmindedly in the world of the Dude. This is 
not simply a depiction of abiding but is an abiding form of cinema. The 
Coen brothers are pulled in this way (to the rug), then in another way (to a 
kidnapping), then in another (to a bowling tournament). Yet they do not 
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follow through on any one of these narratives. Instead, we get a weirdly  
suspended, hovering, inattentive feeling that fully embraces the distracted 
and distracting nature of cinema. This is a cinema that is dispossessed of 
itself (its genre conventions) and dispersed (across a series of plotlines that 
lead nowhere in particular). The form of the film comes to mimic its con-
tent, producing a truly abiding, and thus anarchic, cinematic experience.

I conclude my analysis with a comparison between the Dude and another 
famous Coen brothers’ character: Sheriff Ed Tom Bell in the film No Country 
for Old Men. One of the central mysteries of the film revolves around the 
killer’s preferred weapon: a bolt gun. The gun shoots out a bolt using com-
pressed air. In the film, the hired assassin, Anton Chigurh, employs this 
device several times to mysteriously kill victims without leaving behind any 
bullet casings and to break into the house of the protagonist, Llewelyn Moss. 
Sheriff Bell is informed that a man with a hole in his head without a trace of 
a bullet was found dead by the side of the road. He subsequently discovers 
the lock cylinder of Llewelyn’s trailer home blown out. The link between 
these two incidents remains largely undetected by Sheriff Bell throughout 
the film.

In discussing the danger that Llewelyn is facing with Clara Jean (Llewelyn’s 
wife), Sheriff Bell tells the story of a man who was accidently shot in the arm 
with a bullet that was intended for a steer. He then concludes with the obser-
vation that ranchers now use bolt guns to slaughter their livestock. Clearly 
shaken by the chilling story, Clara Jean asks Sheriff Bell why he told her the 
story. He pauses and then answers, “I don’t know. My mind wanders.”

Like the Dude, Sheriff Bell’s mind wanders, indeed he is absentminded, 
often raising tangential or oblique questions that stupefy his deputy and  
others. He hits upon the connection between the mysterious blown-out lock 
cylinder found at a crime scene and the use of a bolt gun. Yet his distraction 
is not so complete that free association can drift into his conscious mind. 
The connection found him, yet he could not find it! To use North’s language, 
Sheriff Bell was not willing to yield to his curiously distracted state of mind. 
Thus the association passed without notice. Indeed, we might argue that 
because he was so attentive to the situation, he willfully pulled himself out  
of this loose state of mental wandering back to his job. Stated differently, 
Sheriff Bell is too responsible or too mature to solve the mystery. This matu-
rity did not allow him to contemplate the seemingly irrelevant details of his 
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own free association. It is no coincidence that he is an officer of the law, and 
thus is held to the pressures of institutional norms, values, and practices.  
He is a representative of the state, and curiosity, as indicated above, is fun
damentally disruptive of state power to control and centralize (see Zurn,  
this volume). The anarchic strain running through curiosity is suspicious  
to Sheriff Bell (and to others around him) as it might indicate a faltering  
or falling off the prescribed path. Thus his mind cannot fully embrace the 
aleatory wandering of the Dude; he cannot abide.

In another scene, Sheriff Bell relates the disturbing story of a couple who 
rented out a room to senior citizens, tortured them, killed them, and then 
collected their social security checks. This continued for some time until  
a neighbor noticed a man wearing a dog collar fleeing the neighbor’s house. 
In disbelief, Sheriff Bell states, “But that’s what it took to get someone’s atten-
tion. Digging graves in the backyard didn’t bring any.” Sheriff Bell empha-
sizes the need for attentiveness as a key virtue in taking responsibility for  
the world. It is the lack of attentiveness that he finds fundamentally disturb-
ing about the current state of affairs, and that is a central reason why he 
ultimately resigns from being sheriff at the end of the film. Without atten-
tiveness, this is indeed no country for old men.

Toward the end of the film, Sheriff Bell pays a visit to his uncle Ellis,  
an ex-lawman, to discuss his early retirement from law enforcement. He 
confesses to his uncle, “I always felt that when I got older God would come 
into my life somehow, but he didn’t.” Like Augustine, Sheriff Bell waits for 
God to teach him, to help him see the Truth of the world. Indeed, he is atten-
tively waiting for God’s lesson, yet no such lessons reveal themselves. Sheriff 
Bell is left with only one decision: to retreat from a world that has out-
matched him. Unlike the Dude, who is not dependent on a teacher to keep 
him on the right path or to lead him to Truth, Sheriff Bell remains in a sys-
tem of hierarchical and centralized dependencies. The result is that he con-
tinues to search for a teacher even though he does not need one. In fact, we 
might make the argument that this search for a teacher or a guide to Truth 
is precisely the obstacle that hides what his absentminded wandering has 
already discovered!

Unlike The Big Lebowski, No Country for Old Men has one of the Coen 
brothers’ tightly woven and intricate plotlines. Yet it also unravels toward 
the end, leaving more loose ends than earlier films such as Miller’s Crossing. 
After the apparent climax of the film, we have a scene of Sheriff Bell, now 
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retired, recalling two dreams involving his father—a scene that radically 
slows the pacing of the film and extends for an uncomfortable amount of 
time. In a state of suspension (a retirement without direction or work), Bell 
has time to be distracted, to be curious, to freely let his mind wander. Yet  
he does not know what to do with himself except exist in a state of agitation. 
He cannot abide. His dreams do not illuminate but rather bother him, once 
again reminding him of the rootless nature of his current state of existen- 
tial disorientation in a country that is not meant for old men. Here we find 
the Coen brothers cinematically exploring a thesis not unlike that offered by 
Augustine, Heidegger, and Stiegler: that distraction is a deficit, a disconcert-
ing existential break with meaning and continuity that unravels the fabric  
of our lives, leaving us shipwrecked somewhere in foreign lands. But un- 
like Augustine, Heidegger, or Stiegler, Bell cannot return or progress toward 
a state of attentive wonderment. And unlike the Dude, he cannot seem to 
abide. Distraction is now a fact of the world . . . one that is regrettable, if not 
nihilistic. The audience is therefore left hanging, without resolution, feeling 
the dread pass over Bell as if it were their own. Distraction overwhelms and 
turns into distress. We cannot possess a meaning or a direction in life and 
are therefore adrift.

In both cases, wandering, absentminded curiosity is infused with dis-
tractedness. But whereas one example willingly yields to the yield, the other 
willfully resists this yield. The first strategy ends in anarchic abiding, the 
second in fatalistic nihilism. If wonderment is off the table in the Coen uni-
verse, then it seems that these are the two political and existential options 
that remain.

But perhaps there is a deeper and more interesting lesson to be learned 
here. The audience of these films is itself encouraged to experience the two 
dialectical sides of curiosity’s most troublesome feature: distraction. While 
certainly most viewers will not exit the theatre consciously contemplating 
distraction, they nevertheless obliquely experience a cinematic experiment 
(in both form and content) that might pique their curiosity. What emerges 
here is a new kind of collectivity: one that is curious about curiosity without 
being overtly attentive to this curiosity. For instance, The Big Lebowski does 
not ask the audience to care about the Dude or the tangled plot he finds him-
self in. Rather, it only asks that they find him curious in an absentminded way. 
And it does so through subtly playing with the inherently distracting quali-
ties already present in the cinematic medium. Rather than merely depicting 
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individual drifters, loners, or rebels, these films produce an experience that 
massifies the problems and possibilities of curiosity’s distractibility for their 
audiences. And in this way, curiosity spreads out, swarms, and multiplies 
beyond any centralized control. This is the educational and political value of 
a cinematic experience of curiosity.

Anti-climax: Educational Philosophy as Cinematic

In this sense, film might enable educational philosophers to imagine a new 
relationship with curiosity. For educational philosophy, there is the potential 
for a performative contradiction when dealing with curiosity, for how can 
one be attentive to curiosity without betraying what is most unique about 
curiosity: its distracted, dispersed qualities. What is philosophical inquiry  
if not a form of intellectual attentiveness to a concept? Curiosity, which,  
as North seems to indicate, avoids becoming an object of thought, is there-
fore a perplexing problem. But perhaps cinema, and in particular, the Coen 
brothers’ films, offers a pedagogical solution to this conundrum. To take a 
line from the Dude, educational philosophers might opt for abiding as a  
way to approach curiosity in an inattentively curious way. To do so would 
mean that educational philosophy about curiosity would have to embody a 
curious form, one that is fitting for its content. This would not necessarily 
result in an argument or in a systematic examination of a topic or in a defin-
itive definition or in an operationalized formulation. Rather, it would be a 
form of writing that wanders, that yields to the features of curiosity that 
ensure it remains curious. It might also be an irreverent form of writing,  
one that might risk appearing “silly” or “unprofessional” because of its stylis-
tic quirks or odd, carefree subject matter. Indeed, it would be a decisively 
cinematic form of educational philosophy, one that is distracted all the way 
down. While the dramatic and sublime qualities of wonder still hold the 
imagination of philosophers of education, the more mundane, average, and 
everyday abiding of curiosity’s willingness to yield might produce an edu
cational yield all its own, including a new form of writing and thinking  
that draws inspiration from cinematic experiences of absentmindedness. As 
the Coen brothers’ films remind us, “just curious” does indeed have some 
merits for education. Instead of the phrase being a mere disclaimer, I feel we 
should embrace it as a new form of educational life and educational writing 
with all its problems and possibilities.
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“The Campus Is Sick”
Capitalist Curiosity and Student Mental Health

Arjun Shankar

The campus is sick. That’s what I have been saying for a while now. It’s 
sick, very, very sick.” I have just met Adam, a fifth-year senior at Ham-

ilton College, for the first time, and I am struck by his candor, how quickly  
he presses into the issue of college mental health. Adam himself has experi-
enced the pressures of college life, eventually taking a year off after experienc-
ing debilitating depression and suicidal ideation during his junior year. He 
has since recovered and become one of the most vocal advocates for change 
on Hamilton’s campus.

Hamilton, like nearly every college and university campus in the United 
States, has seen a steady and ever-more-concerning increase in mental un- 
wellness in students—excess stress, depression, anxiety, suicidal ideation—
which has made the college experience less and less like the utopian visions 
of an elite liberal education.

Millennials, like those who have come to Hamilton’s campus, have been 
characterized as the “anxious generation.” Nearly one out of three students 
experience a depressive state during their college careers. Recent studies 
have shown that suicidal ideation on university campuses in the United 
States is over 10 percent and suicide is the second leading cause of death  
for college-age students.1 In the fall of 2017, a student on Hamilton’s campus 
took his own life, the second suicide in so many years, setting off a crisis  
on the campus as students tried to make sense of another tragic death and 
administrators scrambled to find the best method to provide support for a 
college community thrown into deep despair.

Hamilton’s goals have been to place greater emphasis on counseling and 
awareness, wanting students to feel less stigmatized and afraid of getting the 
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help and support they need. In many ways, Hamilton, like most universities 
today, still locates the problem in the individual student, placing the respon-
sibility for their unwellness at their feet and seeking to find ways to mitigate 
the psychological issues that students experience after the fact. However,  
as Adam’s statement indicates, many students do not see the problem as  
necessarily located in these individual students. Instead, by locating the 
sickness in the campus, he is suggesting that the problem is environmental 
and systemic: about the political and economic landscape of university edu-
cation in the twenty-first century, the policies that the college puts in place, 
and the culture that this system produces. Indeed, the problem of student 
mental unwellness is not unique to Hamilton. Four major suicide clusters 
have occurred in the past ten years at the University of Pennsylvania, Tulane 
University, New York University, and Cornell University, each with its own 
specificity but part of the broader mental unwellness epidemic on campuses 
across the country. What these tragic events indicate is that the issue of men-
tal unwellness cannot be merely viewed as an issue of individual psychiatric 
disease, nor is it solely an individual elite university problem. Rather, the 
issue of mental unwellness in the university must be viewed as a sociocultural 
problem that is related to the complex political and economic processes that 
influence how the college/university system functions. The question is, What 
practices, policies, and cultural values are producing this campus sickness?

Much of the data for this chapter was gathered in collaboration with stu-
dents in a class entitled Curiosity: An Ethnographic Approach, in which they 
shared their perspectives on campus life, the stressors they felt both within 
and outside of the classroom, and the kinds of structures that facilitated and 
limited their curiosity. In this chapter, I argue that the rapid increase in men-
tal unwellness on university campuses is directly related to the capitalist 
sociocultural values produced in and by the current university and college 
systems. These values curtail students’ curiosity, forcing them into regimes 
of success that dictate what they ought to want to learn and how they ought 
to want to ask questions. The link between educational success and mone-
tary reward necessarily channels students’ curiosity, what Thorstein Veblen 
might call a pecuniary curiosity but which I am calling here a neoliberal 
curiosity.2 A neoliberal curiosity is a form of curiosity that is instrumental-
ized toward questions that pertain only to monetary success and value as 
defined by corporate-State interests, carrying with it gendered, sexualized, 
and racialized norms in the form of competitive “drive.” As a result, students 
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continue to experience an increase in the distance between what they want 
to know (i.e., a self-motivated curiosity) and what they ought to want to know 
(neoliberal curiosity), which in turn tears them from themselves, producing 
anxiety, depression, and the like.

I want to be clear that, as an anthropologist of mental health, I am much 
less concerned with the diagnosis of disease and illness but instead am most 
interested in the kind of emotional states that are produced within particu-
lar social and cultural milieus. That is to say, while medical diagnosis of 
mental illness is extremely important, I am much more interested in under-
standing the everyday experience of anxiety, fear, and depression, which 
may or may not be diagnosed as mental illness in some cases.3 In so doing, I 
seek to stay away from the kinds of simplistic binaries between sick/healthy, 
well/ill, and pathological/normal, which are themselves socially constructed 
but do little to address the sociocultural and environmental systems that 
produce social suffering for all individuals along a spectrum, whether 
deemed medically healthy or not.

In the rest of this chapter, I provide some theoretical starting points for 
the discussion of curiosity, arguing for an anthropological theory of curios-
ity as “knowledge-emotion” situated within nested regimes of value. I con-
nect this theoretical discussion with the issue of mental unwellness before 
progressing into a discussion of how curiosity is commodified within educa-
tional discourse, channeling all forms of curiosity toward the singular path 
of economic mobility and drive. I then analyze interview data with a group 
of college-age students to provide a deeper perspective on how this particu-
lar form of curiosity affects their way of seeing themselves, their goals, and 
their understanding of success, and, in turn, produces emotional states that 
are indicative of the kinds of campus sickness Adam alludes to above. In the 
conclusion, I provide some preliminary thoughts on what college faculty can 
do while also suggesting several productive avenues for further research into 
capitalism’s effects on student curiosity and mental unwellness.

Theorizing the Anthropology of Value,  
Curiosity, and Mental Health

I want to begin by positing a framework for an anthropological theory of curi-
osity. While no anthropological text has taken curiosity as its primary locus 
of study, most anthropologists acknowledge that curiosity is a constitutive 
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element of social and cultural life.4 In many references to curiosity, espe-
cially in traditional psychology, it is taken as a “universal” trait from which 
the study of the Other might be undertaken. Methodologically speaking, 
this characterization could imply that curiosity would manifest similarly 
across social contexts and would have the same attributes regardless of one’s 
social position. However, as anthropologists, we take issues of culture, social 
interaction, historical situatedness, and political–economic context not as 
epiphenomenal to some natural, underlying process but as constitutive of  
it, making this framing of curiosity not particularly useful for anthropologi-
cally grounded empirical research. How, then, might anthropology imagine 
curiosity as an object of study?

First, I want to suggest that, for anthropological study, curiosity is less 
about the epistemic (i.e., the acquisition of knowledge) and much more 
about the emotional value that is associated with learning something new.  
In other words, we express curiosity as a feeling rather than a state of being 
(we feel curious rather than are curious), and, as such, I want to posit that 
curiosity is a type of knowledge-emotion that is observable in everyday em- 
bodied interaction and situated in sociocultural norms. Within this frame-
work, curiosity is not a static trait that one has or does not have but is rather 
a constantly shifting relation between the knowledge one acquires and how 
one feels about the knowledge one acquires. This emotional intensity can be 
increased or diminished; it can be facilitated or constrained, based on one’s 
position within a complex web of historical, political, economic, and cultural 
power relations.5 One might think of curiosity as a sociocultural fact—to 
borrow from Emile Durkheim—whose form of manifestation, direction, 
motivations, and constraints shift over time.

From this starting point, an anthropological method would seek to study 
curiosity not as an abstract concept disembedded from social life. Instead, 
one way of observing the production of curiosity is to recognize the dominant 
regimes of value that determine the relative desirability of the knowledge 
one seeks to acquire and, as important, what knowledge one disregards.  
Following David Graeber and Paul Kockelman, I define value as socially 
constituted “ideas about what one ought to want,”6 a definition that empha-
sizes “values are not desires; values are a means of determining relative de- 
sirability.”7 These determinations of desirability are constrained by “regimes of 
value” that become entrenched in disparate national, linguistic, and cultural 
contexts because of historically emplaced relations of power that circulate 
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over greater distances as people, mediatized images, and commodities move 
in space and time and forge global connections.8 These regimes of value, in 
turn, structure feeling, dictating how people feel about their actions based 
on their relative desirability.

This relation of value and affect inflects any understanding of knowledge 
and knowledge acquisition: particular forms of knowledge are considered 
especially valuable within social settings, while others are not. In reality, 
individuals want to know about a lot of things, minute or grandiose. But 
regimes of knowledge-value are about what one ought to want to know. In 
this sense, I draw on Michel Foucault’s understanding of knowledge as situ-
ated in nested regimes of institutional power, which in turn determine what 
types of knowledge might be valued or not. Foucault argues:

It is the production of effective instruments for the formation and accumu
lation of knowledge—methods of observation, techniques of registration, pro-
cedures of investigation and research, apparatuses of control. All this means 
that power, when it is exercised through these subtle mechanisms, cannot but 
evolve, organize, and put into circulation a knowledge, or rather apparatuses of 
knowledge.9

We might say that regimes of knowledge-value embedded within social 
institutions and social discourses “structure” what one ought to want to know 
and how one feels about what one wants to know.10 In other words, to speak 
of knowledge-value-power is to understand that knowledge-values carry 
incredible affective intensities, especially as they circulate across social fields 
and among different groups of people.11

In other words, how one feels about what one ought to want is one way to 
see cultural productions of all sorts, including the production of curiosity. 
Curiosity—how one feels about the knowledge she acquires—is challenged 
by, or at the very least influenced by, what one ought to want to know. This 
is perhaps one reason why not all types of knowledge will spark curiosity.

It is within this context that I want to shift to the question of mental health 
in the university and college system. In the past twenty years, the context of 
higher education has seen a massive shift in policies and practices that situ-
ate learning within a regime of knowledge-value almost completely dictated 
by the precepts of neoliberal, racialized, and gendered capitalism.12 As part 
of the slew of neoliberal free-market reforms of the late 1980s, universities 



	 “The Campus Is Sick”	 111

began to shift from what had been, for at least the twenty years prior, a ten-
dency to assert their place as bastions of democratic knowledge production 
for the common good. As Dana Cloud explains:

Since the 1990s, administrators have escalated the rhetoric and practices of 
austerity, claiming budget deficits to deny faculty raises, student scholarships, 
and staff jobs—all while spending millions on the beautification of campuses 
and administrative bloat. Meanwhile students left behind by state and univer-
sity support have taken on impossible amounts of student loan debt that they 
will never be able to repay.13

Indeed, the university has become one of the two or three most entrenched 
sites of the modern debt economy, forcing students to think about loan 
repayment even as they leave college for their first jobs. The rules of business 
have had several other major effects on university practice, including but not 
limited to (1) tuition at universities rising by 35 percent between 2008 and 
2017, (2) adjunct faculty making up over 75 percent of the university work-
force (as opposed to almost 75 percent standing faculty in the 1970s), (3) 
administrative roles mimicking corporate roles and placing the salaries of 
presidents and deans in line with that of corporate executives, and (4) STEM 
curricula taking primacy over all humanities and social science courses, and 
slowly eroding the growth of gender, women’s, and ethnic studies programs. 
Indeed, what Cloud makes clear is that “the emergence of queer theory and 
sexuality studies, antiracist and women’s studies, and the critiques of impe-
rialism that were the result of popular movements of the 1960s have become 
real threats to the hegemony of right-wing ideas on our campuses—and 
therefore threats to the restoration of a university system compliant with the 
imperatives of neoliberal capitalism.”14 It is for this reason that these kinds  
of critical curricular undertakings had to be eroded.

Inevitably, these massive shifts in knowledge-value have impacted stu-
dent learning. Most students come into college already deeply indoctrinated 
into capitalist knowledge-values, inculcated into ideas of achievement, suc-
cess, and self-worth during a secondary education that emphasizes stan-
dardized tests calibrated to those ideas that will make them compliant and 
productive members of the workforce. Indeed, by the time students leave 
high school, they are already experiencing much of the stress and anxiety 
that comes with the discourse on achievement.15 And the college experience 
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only exacerbates these anxieties as students know that they will be in debt  
in a cultural milieu that correlates their self-worth directly with their future 
earning potential after college and contextualizes nearly all learning out-
comes and social relations in the context of networking and competitive 
advantage. What students want to know, in this context, is inevitably forced 
toward what they ought to want to know: How do I get a job? What courses 
do I need to take to get there? How do I get the grades I need? Who do I need 
to know to get ahead? How do I get a leg up on the competition? How do I pay 
off my debt?

Nowhere in such forms of curiosity does the question of what a student 
wants to learn take primacy or priority. And it is this distance between the 
active self-determined choice to learn and what one ought to learn based  
on capitalist regimes of knowledge-value that is at least a partial explanation 
for the many forms of mental unwellness that students exhibit in college 
today. Students exhibit such high levels of anxiety based on the tensions 
produced between what they are expected to value and learn and what they 
might actually want to learn, some examples of which I will show below.

Finally, I want to emphasize that this regime of knowledge-value is heav-
ily influenced by one’s own position in this system and is especially heavily 
gendered and racialized. In the context of heightened competition, tradi-
tional forms of white, cis, heteromasculinity are seen as a necessary social 
good, as men and women who are willing to be cutthroat and willing to  
do whatever it takes to win are rewarded both in classrooms, in future job 
prospects, and in their feelings of self-worth. At the same time, those who 
have not been bred to thrive in such hypercompetitive environments are  
left to struggle with their feelings of self-worth and wonder if they have any 
chance of success in such a system.

In the next section, I want to focus specifically on “curiosity talk” and  
how the very idea of curiosity is commodified and filters into our university 
discourse. I will then move into the specificity of student experiences at 
Hamilton College.

The Commodification of Curiosity

In 2015 I stumbled on an article in the Harvard Business Review, “Four Ways 
to Cultivate a Culture of Curiosity,” a title that piqued my own curiosity. In 
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it, Pat Christen, the CEO of HopeLab, a California-based not-for-profit that 
designs video game technologies for kids, argues that “we look at our culture 
as a product, just like Re-Mission and Zamzee [video games] are prod-
ucts. . . . And we believe a culture of curiosity is key to innovation.”16

The article goes on to discuss the methods by which HopeLab seeks to 
cultivate this curiosity, but I am stuck on this first statement and the many 
assumptions embedded in it. What does it mean to consider culture a product? 
And, moreover, what does it say about how individuals conceive of curiosity?

On the one hand, Christen’s statement reflects the kind of “cultural turn” 
in public discourse, framing our worldviews on distinctions between us and 
them, binding culture in a form that has been amply critiqued within anthro-
pology.17 On the other hand, and more important, “culture as product” sug-
gests that our human norms, values, rituals, practices must be sublimated 
into the prerequisites of capitalism: culture is what we ought to want only 
insofar as culture sells. In this case, Pat Christen is suggesting that curiosity is 
a commodifiable cultural form. That it has rules and specific practices that 
we can actualize, and, in so doing, we will become innovators. Innovation is 
already tied to the question of selling product. An invention will be deterred 
if the inventor cannot adequately articulate how it is addressing a market’s 
need. In other words, we find in this article a neoliberal curiosity, a curiosity 
whose purpose and emotional resonance is derived from its ability to facili-
tate free market capitalism. This particular form of curiosity, I would argue, 
is a very recent one, derived only in a post–Washington Consensus world  
in which privatization and corporatization have inflected most aspects of 
knowledge acquisition. “We believe a culture of curiosity is key to innovation.” 
Proof, it goes without saying, is when the product sells.

Moreover, this version of curiosity is cultivatable and instrumental. If we 
set the right norms, we can produce the particular culture of curiosity we 
seek. Employees, it is assumed, will feel curious when they feel that wanting 
to learn and acquire new knowledge will also result in what they really ought 
to want—that is, to innovate and help the company grow.

There is a “trickle-down effect” to this neoliberal curiosity. Take, for ex- 
ample, the University of Pennsylvania’s mandate: “Penn has a long and proud 
tradition of intellectual rigor and pursuit of innovative knowledge . . . . That 
tradition lives today through the creativity, entrepreneurship, and engage-
ment of our faculty, students, and staff.”18 Deeper in the website, it continues, 
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“Penn’s award-winning educators and scholars encourage students to pursue 
inquiry and discovery, follow their passions, and address the world’s most 
challenging problems through an interdisciplinary approach.”19

If there is a form of curiosity in Penn’s vision, it is certainly not what  
we might call a radical curiosity in which boundaries are broken and ideas 
proliferate ad infinitum. Instead, it is a curiosity already channeled toward 
problem-solving and entrepreneurial excellence. Students are encouraged to 
inquire and discover, and even to follow their passions, but only as a subset 
of the larger innovation-based umbrella. They are simultaneously encour-
aged, if not outright pressured, to be preprofessional, tying their success  
to the possibility of making money working at Goldman Sachs or Lehman 
Brothers or perhaps even as part of an organization like HopeLab after  
college. In this sense, we might say curiosity as commodity has become the 
first principle of Penn’s education—it sells to be curious—but it also means 
that student curiosity is inherently constrained by the superstructure of 
entrepreneurialism and innovation rhetoric.20

Hamilton College’s website takes up the rhetoric of curiosity even more 
directly. On its homepage, it boldly states “Constantly Curious”21 with a link 
to its open curriculum, what it hails as a one-of-a-kind experience for stu-
dents: “At Hamilton, study what interests you, be accepted for who you are, 
and prepare to be the person you were meant to become.” The open cur
riculum supposedly allows students to choose classes based on their inter-
ests without having to worry about requirements and areas of study that 
don’t seem to fit their goal. Hamilton, in other words, appears to promote 
free exploration, a curiosity untethered by the precepts of a college curricu-
lum. And yet choice has its own pitfalls for the university student who lives 
within a neoliberal social order. When one’s choices are already tethered to the 
possibility of job outcomes and future economic potential, it is unlikely that 
choices are as free-floating as one might imagine. In fact, given the fears of 
getting lower grades and taking courses that don’t seem relevant for one’s 
major, students are, in fact, less likely to explore. At the same time, an open cur-
riculum assumes that a student coming to college should already know what 
they want to do during their college career without the kinds of curricular 
requirements that might push students to learn in areas that they otherwise 
may never know that they enjoy. Ironically, then, the open curriculum does 
not necessarily produce the constantly curious student it purports to.
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In the rest of this chapter, I will turn to some insights derived in conversa-
tion with students who experience the result of this model every day.

Student Life, the Neoliberal University,  
and Commodified Curiosity

One student at Hamilton, Michael, a senior, began an interview by telling 
me that he had actually read about the need for curiosity during his job 
search on Recruiter.com that, he pointed out, hailed curiosity in a fashion 
almost identical to the Harvard Business Review, articulating that it was essen-
tial for business success because, along with creativity, it was the basis for 
innovation.

When discussing this kind of commodification of curiosity, Michael went 
on to say, That’s just life. He could not imagine a world in which curiosity, 
learning, or his future would not or should not be based on his possibilities 
for economic mobility and, as such, he frankly told me that he made his 
decisions from this premise without trying to challenge or question any of 
these assumptions of what he ought to be doing with his life. Of course, he 
was also well aware of the fact that a curiosity that has been commodified—
made instrumental only toward career advancement—actually delimits and 
inhibits one’s ability to explore one’s curiosities. Michael continued:

Students are restricted to thinking about their life after college through goals 
and achievements versus simply the acquisition of knowledge. . . . The issue 
arises when there is unnecessary pressure put on students to find an intern-
ship, pick a career, and get a job all while in college. This pressure has the abil-
ity to lead kids away from their passions and towards a base level job with 
minimal connection to their interests. Ultimately, it is this pressure that creates 
the fatalist and pragmatic individual. (Emphasis added)

The linking of fatalism to pragmatism is one preliminary way of under-
standing how mental unwellness manifests in the student body.22 To feel a 
sense of fatality, the idea that this is the way that it must be and that we must 
accept it with a shrug—that’s life—has major consequences for how students 
see themselves and their ability to be themselves and change their surround-
ings, a literal tearing from Self in doing what they ought to want to do. I will 
return to the issue of feeling unable to make change in the conclusion.
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A few days later I sat with John, another Hamilton senior, and he started 
discussing his own dreams for his future as a musician. He was both pas-
sionate and dedicated, believing that he could and would become a musician 
with enough work. John was always asking questions about his craft and 
areas that might help him toward these goals, whether it was to think math-
ematically about music or to think about the creative, improvisational sen
sibility he sought to unleash in himself. And yet, even as he started to speak 
about his future dreams, he stopped, then restarted, then stopped again. 
Finally, he told me, without prodding, as if trying to justify his decisions to 
himself: “But I still have marketable skills.”

It really does not matter what those marketable skills might be. It was  
the fact that John felt the need to justify himself in this way, his self-reflexive 
statement that what he wanted in life, what he was curious about learning, 
was not what he should want. Recall that knowledge values—what one ought 
to want to know—are always in relation to our curiosity, and in this exam-
ple, this splitting of occupational desire from what one should desire was  
the basis for a lot of anxiety, continuously creating a neurosis associated with 
whether John was doing the right thing even as he pursued his passion. 
Here, a student who exhibits a curiosity that is not already explicitly com-
modified is by nature at risk.

John wanted to extend this idea of commodified curiosity beyond the 
individual student and, in trying to explain why students felt such a deep 
sense of worry about what they ought to pursue during college, he began 
thinking about the Hamilton College Career Center:

Students at Hamilton often treat getting a job as their only goal for post-grad 
life and, in order to best accomplish that goal, they end up at the career center 
getting connected to alumni or perfecting their resume, or they end up in the 
OCC [Oral Communication Center] perfecting their interview styles. These 
institutions foster pecuniary curiosity because they are all goal-oriented and, 
instead of asking how specifically you need help, there is a set formula that 
every student must go through in order to unlock access to more resources.

John placed students’ increased anxieties about their future in relation to the 
strategies employed by the career center, which sought to “help” students 
graduate from college by stressing specific, identifiable goals that students 
should pursue. In this institutional context, students’ curiosity is channeled 
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toward asking questions regarding resume building, networking, and career 
advancement. The “set formula” for what students should want in the future, 
and for how they should get there, alienated students who may have had 
ideas for present and future success that did not neatly fit into this path. 
Indeed, even if those in the career center were not actively discouraging stu-
dents from alternative life choices, the lack of resources for such possibilities 
suggested that such life choices were too risky to pursue. In other words, this 
goal-based and risk-free approach to learning had striking secondary effects 
on student decision-making, creating a situation where they could not sit 
with any process that took time and did not already include a career end goal 
in mind or that might produce the possibility of failure based on the set 
parameters of career advancement.

In this vein, the choices of major and course requirements become key 
sites for this negotiation, as any “risky” class experience, which could not 
already be placed neatly into the confines of career goals, needed to be elim-
inated. Take, for example, Amanda, a senior who had wanted to choose an 
interdisciplinary major but found herself in a difficult situation almost 
immediately:

When I chose my major, I wanted to declare an interdisciplinary major that 
involved experiential education. Yet I was just beginning to explore this area, 
so it seemed that I wouldn’t be employable without direction. So I declared 
mathematics so that I could “sell myself ” as a math teacher, if I ever needed  
to. Now I’m in the predicament where the math senior seminar I want to take 
conflicts with a course I need to take for the education minor. Why, as a soph-
omore, did I have such difficulty following what I was passionate about?

What students like Amanda are alluding to is the risk–security paradox pro-
duced in neoliberal education. When future success, developing the appro-
priate portfolio, grades, and the like are all primary concerns, students refuse 
the possibility of taking risks and, in fact, face much higher levels of anxiety 
when they do take risks. In this case, Amanda refused to take what she per-
ceived as a risky major option—the interdisciplinary major—because she 
felt it would not be easily decipherable by future employers. This, in turn, 
made it nearly impossible to explore, be curious, and embed herself in spaces 
about which she was legitimately excited. Amanda is, unfortunately, one of 
the more fortunate ones, as she still made the choice of doing both the major 
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she wanted to do and the major she ought to want to do, despite the compli-
cations therein. In the majority of cases, the anticipation of employability 
has meant students will refuse any educational opportunity that may feel 
less certain and less related to expected career outcomes. As such, by not 
taking risks, students fail to develop the very skills during college that would 
make them feel more secure with the uncertainties that are inevitable during 
life in and after college.

Amanda continues to reflect on how the college itself facilitates this type 
of decision-making through the commodification of student success:

And when students do get jobs, internships, and awards, students are con-
tacted to be featured in a story for the Hamilton News portal. If, as a school, 
Hamilton can show that students are doing something major, people will 
come. I have to admit, it is a tactic that works, but, as a student, it makes me 
feel that if I am not accomplishing some high-profile task, I am not the ideal 
“Hamilton student.” This exploitation of curiosity creates a space where stu-
dents might measure their self-worth by Hamilton News portal standards.

In this situation, success or failure is not based on a student’s own interest or 
on their ability to satiate their curiosity. Instead, all forms of gratification are 
linked to external forms of success and failure, a paradigm that has major 
implications, as Amanda notes, for the self-worth of students. But in the case 
Amanda provides above, the college itself plays a key role in producing this 
image of success, actively framing how students should see themselves by 
selecting those who have reached the prescribed standards of achievement. 
This becomes a constant visible marker, a yardstick of success by which 
everyone must then compare themselves even though they may not believe 
in, desire, or receive such accolades.

The tendency toward specified goals in a neoliberal system of inquiry  
also has a paradoxical relationship to how students experience time. Time, 
in much of their lives, is experienced through instantaneous gratification. 
Information at their fingertips, ever-present social relations, and the feel- 
ing that they can get any of their desires met with just the click of a button. 
However, the problem is that learning is necessarily time consuming, pro-
cessual, difficult, and cannot occur instantaneously. This contradiction be- 
tween students’ day-to-day experience of time and the time of learning can 
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be debilitating, causing students to continuously loop into failure narratives. 
There is no room for idle curiosity in this narrative.

Instead, in the neoliberal college, students are given a massive number of 
choices as to what kinds of activities they can do both within the classroom 
and also outside of it. There is an assumption, of course, that they must 
choose, and so students are embedded in a never-ending cycle of doing, as 
Charlotte tells me:

In my experience, I think Hamilton students care about being busy. We care 
about busyness because we consider it a sign of success, and we have turned 
that positive association with busyness into a competition of who can be the 
busiest. We think that idle time or time spent doing nothing is wasted time. We 
try to angle everything we do into something done for a purpose. Even time 
spent socializing or time spent doing something for pleasure is for the purpose 
of de-stressing or not letting yourself burn out. We don’t have the time to take 
a chance on some activity that is potentially a waste of time. We put activities 
into two categories: work or rest from work. I don’t even think the categoriza-
tion is inherently a bad thing, but the focus on categorizing is exhausting and 
limits my desire to try new things for the sake of trying something new.

I am struck by Charlotte’s explicit attention to the lack of idle time, the loss 
of the ability to wander, explore, and question without purpose. In Veblen’s 
discussion of capitalist university productions, he too laments this loss of 
idle curiosity, what he believed should be the ultimate purpose of university 
life but that had, as Charlotte too notes, been completely subsumed by the 
need to instrumentalize questions toward goals.23

This competitive behavior—pushing oneself to the limit, playing hard 
and working hard—was heavily racialized and gendered. Indeed, when I 
spoke with young white men like Michael and John, who shrugged their 
shoulders at the fact that their desires were necessarily channeled toward the 
goals of capital, they also expressed excitement and pride in their ability to 
push themselves and prove themselves. Most strikingly, they both acknowl-
edged that the work they might do if they chose, for example, to join a com-
pany like Goldman Sachs would not have much social impact or reflect their 
own personal interest, even as they reveled in the possibility of proving them-
selves within these areas. One student, Aaron, went so far as to tell me:
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Working really hard and being stressed has been glorified in our culture. And 
it’s kind of fun to feel that and be like at the lower rungs of this incredibly 
competitive, long-hours work environment, where people are paid a lot but 
they have to sort of grind for it. It’s kind of like that combination of difficulty 
and perfection sort of drew me to it. Just wanting to have an interesting career 
where I had to use my intellect to make it work.

Aaron links stress with fun, making money with having an interesting career 
that uses his intellect, all of which reflects the tethering of neoliberal edu
cation to the needs of corporate finance, which, in turn, only facilitates a 
version of masculinity he does not state explicitly but which clearly is part of 
the “culture” that glorifies this form of stress.

Men and women who refuse this version of racialized masculinity are, 
inevitably, left to fend for themselves. Indeed, not a single young woman  
I spoke to mimicked such sentiments, and, instead, most felt ill at ease  
with the expectations of the competitive culture that Charlotte and Aaron 
describe above. They wondered why this was the only way to learn or aspire, 
and why their college experiences could not be more varied. Indeed, Char-
lotte does not merely see this as a problem just about herself. It is, instead, 
about the entire college community:

Within this school community, we reward those who are highly involved and 
still get good grades, the so-called “ideal Hamilton student.” Amount of sleep 
becomes a competition. Number of executive positions held becomes a com-
petition. Longest time spent in the library becomes a competition. Doing 
nothing after class on a Tuesday is an oddity on this campus, and students are 
committing themselves to things because they thought that’s what they were 
supposed to do. I should know; I swam for a year in college because I thought 
it would look good on paper to continue with a sport I hadn’t liked since I was 
nine. This busy bee mindset that exists on campus needs to change. We are 
going to work ourselves to a breaking point, and it won’t prepare us for success 
in the real world. Yes, extra work can lead to extra money, but is that the point 
of being an adult?

The drive to “look good on paper” had caused Charlotte to do what she  
“was supposed to do” and work herself to a self-described “breaking point.” 
In the end, what all of this can lead to is an absolute fear of doing anything 
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at all; another way that students see the campus as a place of sickness rather 
than health. After telling me that she now really dislikes speaking in any 
classroom settings because of how fearful she is of being judged, Charlotte 
finally blurts out, “I just feel paralyzed by it. I never want to do anything 
wrong.” The evocation of a feeling of paralysis might be the best way of artic-
ulating how mental unwellness gets wrapped into student college life. Rather 
than beginning and ending with the kinds of questions that have sparked 
her curiosity, Charlotte cannot even fathom asking questions anymore given 
her fear of failure and the toxic environment of competition she feels pres-
sured to participate in every day.

And, in talking to other students, this breaking point was also associated 
with excess drinking, anxiety, depression, not wanting to leave their rooms 
for long periods of time, feelings of inadequacy, and as Adam, the student 
whose words began this chapter, described to me, suicidal ideation:

I told some of my friends that the only time I didn’t feel like taking my own life 
was when I was drunk . . . . Most of them thought it was a joke, but then, finally, 
one of them reported me to the counseling office. That’s when I got sent home.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have tried to provide preliminary thoughts on the capital- 
ist regime of knowledge-value that constrains how student populations can 
or cannot be curious. In turn, the constraints placed on student curiosity, 
based on the prerequisites of job success and economic mobility, have had 
significant and deleterious effects on the mental wellness of students on col-
lege campuses.

In future work on this subject, much further attention must be given to the 
institutional structures of the university that determine the kinds of majors, 
course requirements, and values that circulate on campuses. Perhaps more 
importantly, more attention must be given to intersectional systems of power: 
How do these institutional structures impact students differently based on 
their class, race, gender, sexuality, and/or religion? Indeed, in my preliminary 
research, the emotional experience of the neoliberal university was heavily 
gendered and racialized, and it is inevitable that women of color, for exam-
ple, will experience the vagaries of the neoliberal university differently than 
their white counterparts, given their differences in position.



122	 Arjun Shankar

But what I would like to end by asking is: What would college and univer-
sity life look like if student curiosity, in all of its complexity and possibility, 
were foregrounded and facilitated rather than always delimited and curtailed?

Indeed, one of the greatest insights derived from teaching a class on curi-
osity was that an explicit attention to curiosity (or the lack thereof) in every-
day life opened up opportunities for students to develop a critical awareness 
that, in turn, allowed them to take a renewed ownership of their learning. 
What this also suggests is that some of the short-term solutions start with 
faculty. Students will generally be opaque to administrations and adminis-
trations are inevitably opaque to students. Administration cannot cater to 
students’ individual needs, nor is its first obligation to students when it must 
cater to trustees and an entangled web of bureaucracy. Faculty, however, 
have direct relations with students: they can interact with them and advo-
cate for a different way of thinking about university life. At the end of one 
long interview, Michael told me that he had found that “the best source for 
creating curiosity in life after college was professors.”

Yet this is just another example of how the many unpaid labor burdens  
in the neoliberal university fall on faculty, who are already overworked and 
underappreciated. While research, teaching, and service are all part of the 
faculty mandate, the service and teaching components and the care that 
such student service entails are often overlooked in how faculty are assessed, 
how tenure files are read, and how faculty are compensated. As such, per-
haps it may feel like an unfair request for those who are already faced with 
so much pressure in a system that is continuously producing their precarity.

At the same time, what faculty teach students may provide some poten- 
tial benefits for everyone involved, faculty and students alike. As Moten and 
Harney remind, “It is teaching that brings us in,” and it is in this space that 
we might begin to subvert the boredom, numbness, and passivity that comes 
with professionalization—grants, grades, and evaluations.24 Specifically, what 
faculty need to learn with students is how to resist, to be a fugitive, to begin 
asking challenging questions that make us feel like we can change the situa-
tions that we are in. What I found most striking and sad is just how much 
students, and to a lesser extent faculty, felt like they were somehow com-
pletely without agency. Statements like, “We never question the status quo,” 
“We aren’t allowed to do anything,” and “We don’t know how to make things 
happen” were perhaps always intertwined with their loss of curiosity and 
feelings of anxiety, despair, and paralysis.
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Indeed, the turning point for Adam during our time together was when 
he was able to take his feelings about the state of learning and mental health 
on Hamilton’s campus, resist the administrative impulse to cordon off how 
and where he should voice his concerns, and turn it into action. He decided, 
after much contemplation, to contact the New York Times about his experi-
ences and was shocked when a reporter from the Times contacted him and 
wanted to hear about his experiences. He was interviewed by the reporter, 
after which she wrote an exposé about the state of mental health on col- 
lege campuses. In the end, his decidedly pessimistic view of college life had 
changed dramatically. Instead, as he embarked on life after college, his tone 
was marked by hope and a belief that, through persistent subversive action, 
his voice might be heard and things could change.

Without this kind of hope that change can occur and the curiosity to ask 
how we might change things—and here I am reminded of my discussions 
with this volume’s coeditor Perry Zurn—students and faculty will remain 
embedded in this context of college unwellness.
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Autism, Neurodiversity,  
and Curiosity

Kristina T. Johnson

What we observe is not nature itself, but nature exposed to our method of 
questioning.

—Werner Heisenberg

One morning in early April, on a beautiful Boston day, I watched as a 
 little boy stopped next to an old brick wall outside the local dry cleaner. 

Most of the bricks were a rusty red, but a few were a variegated black, and 
one black brick seemed to capture his attention in particular. He tapped it 
and ran his finger across it, tilting his head and swaying, seeming to contem-
plate it for a few minutes before resuming his walk to the park.

What about that brick had made him stop? Was he curious about why  
the brick was black among all its red neighbors? Had he tapped it to deter-
mine if black bricks felt different than other bricks, or had he just been ran-
domly stroking bricks and happened to stop at that one? Maybe it was purely 
visual: he was intrigued by the high contrast of the black on red and paused 
a moment to enjoy the view. Or perhaps it was nothing at all; he had just 
stopped to take a break.

I shared several of these thoughts with the boy while we stood by the  
wall, pointing out my observations and remarking on the wall’s texture and 
composition. But he gave no observable indication that he had heard me, 
understood me, or cared what I had said. He did not look at me, gesture for 
my attention, or share his thought process. I was but an outside observer to 
his rich inner world.

The little boy, Gabriel, has autism, and he happens to be my son. He also 
has a rare genetic disorder that inhibits motor planning, including the most 
sophisticated motor planning that humans perform—speech. While it is not 
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uncommon for autistic individuals to have speech and communication chal-
lenges, individuals with this genetic disorder never master the motor plan-
ning necessary to speak even single words, and, to date, Gabriel is the first 
person missing the main gene of this disorder to walk independently. He has 
profound cognitive delays—the gene he’s missing usually helps strengthen 
the connections between brain cells when something is learned—and what 
is effortless for most infants is a Herculean feat for him.

Still, does the fact that he can never tell me that he is curious or move  
in ways typically associated with curiosity imply that he is not curious? Of 
course not. But scientifically, how can we measure his curiosity? How can  
we characterize it, probe it, or understand its dimensions and dynamics  
in the ways that science offers neurotypical individuals?1 Understanding 
Gabriel’s curiosity—and that of every other child who deviates from the 
norm—requires both asking new questions and finding new ways of ask- 
ing questions so that we share in the exceptional intricacy and diversity of 
their worlds.

Neurodiverse Curiosity Studies

For centuries scientists have been captivated by curiosity, the motivated ex- 
ploratory behavior that seems to underlie human development. Nineteenth-
century philosopher and psychologist William James named curiosity im- 
mediately following fear and love in his list of native reactions comprising 
the “impulses and instincts of childhood.”2 In the early twentieth century, 
Jean Piaget observed infants exploring objects from the earliest age, discov-
ering that their actions produced effects.3 In the 1950s and ’60s, Daniel Ber-
lyne sparked a new era of inquiry into the causation of curiosity, positing a 
neurophysiological mechanism for this behavior. He suggested that uncer-
tainty in the environment induced a state of arousal, prompting exploration 
to reduce this uncertainty.4 Still others have theorized that curiosity origi-
nates from an information gap between what one knows and what one wants 
to know,5 an incongruity between expected and unexpected outcomes,6 or 
simply an innate drive, propelling organisms to explore and work with no 
obvious reward.7 And while no single unified definition or theory of curi
osity has emerged,8 almost every approach to the study of curiosity has had 
a common thread: they have all focused on typical development. Individuals 
who diverged strongly from the mean have been given their own studies, but 
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usually only to identify the ways in which they differed from the “typical” 
population.9

For example, in one of the earliest studies of curiosity and autism,10 
researchers found that autistic individuals (N = 5, ages 4–7) took four times 
longer, on average, to approach a foot-wide red metal box with a lever on  
top than a group of typically developing 3–5 year olds.11 The researchers also 
found that the autistic children spent less time exploring the box once they 
approached it, and that they quickly became uninterested in the box and its 
lever—much sooner than the “typically developing” group of participants. 
Autistic children exhibited diminished interest in the red box and, in doing 
so, their exploratory activity was deemed deficient.

Yet, in the middle of the paper, the authors mention that these children 
showed more than a hundredfold increase in lever interaction in the two 
directions that produced sounds, triggering a bell or a buzzer, suggesting 
that they were significantly more motivated by the sounds than anything 
else about the box. Since most of the autistic children had been initially 
referred to the doctor for “probable deafness,” a common referral in young 
autistic individuals because of their lack of response to language,12 the 
authors note this finding as “interesting” but give it little further discussion.

Almost fifty years later, we recognize these findings as more than interest-
ing; they are indicative of the need to reexamine the ways in which we study 
individuals with autism and other developmental differences. Even account-
ing for the small sample size, the participants were clearly attracted to the 
sounds and sought more input from the bell and the buzzer than anything 
else about the experimental setup. While this does indeed differ from canon-
ical exploratory behavior in neurotypical children, the lack of exploration is 
not the conclusion. Rather, their novel and intense exploration of unique 
phenomena forms the basis for a new line of inquiry.

What else would these individuals have explored if there had been a greater 
number and variety of auditory stimuli? Would chords or short ditties have 
had the same effect? Since many autistic children, including the children in 
the study, show decreased attention to human voice, how does their explor-
atory behavior change when the response is a spoken word versus a sung 
one? Or songs with lyrics compared to instrumental pieces?

These more nuanced lines of inquiry can suggest crucial study variables, 
allowing a systematic examination of the effects of certain stimuli for each 
child. By first establishing the way in which an individual excels in exploring, 
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we can construct a baseline of activity and behavior for that child founded 
upon their strengths. We can characterize the intensity, duration, and diver-
sity of their exploration and curiosity, as well as the features of the informa-
tion or stimuli. We can also measure peripheral responses, such as their 
affect, interactions, and physiology. Then we can empirically investigate the 
parameters that alter the individual’s exploration.

For example, how does the type of stimuli or the presentation of the  
stimuli alter the exploration? Berlyne used visually intricate patterns to 
determine the optimal complexity that engaged one’s attention for the great-
est amount of time in order to map the properties of curiosity stimuli.13 
However, studies have indicated that autistic individuals tend to explore 
images that they find personally interesting for longer and in a more detail-
oriented manner than other images.14 How, then, might visual attention be 
altered when the stimulus is not a pattern but rather an increasingly com-
plex image of a child’s favorite character or topic? If attention, as measured 
by gaze persistence, is plotted as a function of complexity, does it change 
over time for that child? Do variations in auditory complexity—for example, 
slight alterations of a favorite song—follow a similar curve to their visual 
counterparts?

While there is no shortage of parameters and variables one can explore, 
the intent is not to make the system endlessly more complex. Rather, our 
goal is to isolate the key variables that characterize an individual’s natural 
curiosity. Once established, we can form and test hypotheses to probe this 
curiosity and compare data across individuals with similar characteriza-
tions. These individuals may not be grouped by traditional divisions, such  
as age or diagnoses, but they may display similar manifestations of curiosity. 
Then, within individuals or within groups, we can systematically investigate 
how small changes of certain parameters alter the manifestation of curiosity. 
Ultimately, this methodological, individualized process can produce a frame-
work to inform the field of neurodiverse curiosity studies.

A Note on Language

While the CDC recommends using “person-first” language when referring 
to individuals with various diagnoses or distinguishing traits (e.g., “person 
with autism,” “individual with a disability”) in an effort to ensure that the 
individual is not defined by the diagnosis, label, or trait, many persons and 
groups prefer “identity-first” language, such as “autistic person” or “disabled 
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individual.”15 Similar to many members of the Deaf community, these indi-
viduals feel that the features that motivated the diagnosis or labels are inher-
ently tied to their identities.16 Recognizing that identity is deeply personal, 
both expressions will be utilized interchangeably throughout this work.

In addition, this paper will attempt to address both autism and intellectual 
disability (ID), understanding that each of these terms describes a spectrum 
and that they are not mutually inclusive. Autism spectrum disorders (ASDs) 
can and do exist without accompanying ID, and ID can be completely 
detached from autistic behaviors or ASD diagnoses. However, both groups 
have been marginalized within studies of curiosity, and the research methods 
that augment the studies of one may also bolster studies of the other. And in 
many of the severest forms of either label, these diagnoses exist together, 
and, thus, one must account for the superposition of these spectra as well.

Finally, I acknowledge that all of the words and phrases employed here 
today are subject to the “euphemism treadmill,” whereby words slowly 
evolve in meaning to become offensive, even if they were originally intro-
duced to replace an offensive word.17 Nevertheless, the intention of this work 
is accessibility in the broadest sense, and I look forward to improved inclu-
sive lexical semantics in future work.

Case Studies

To further elucidate this inclusive framework, I present three individual  
profiles. (Names have been changed.) These case studies have been chosen 
not as a complete, representative sample but rather as a foundation upon 
which other neurodiverse studies of curiosity can build. The profiles were 
acquired through a combination of parent report and personal observation 
and focus primarily on preadolescent children; however, a broad range of 
language abilities and developmental stages have been included with the 
hope that many of the principles presented here can be extrapolated to other 
persons and populations.

Within each profile I share an overview of the individual’s development  
to provide context and highlight the breadth of neurodiversity, especially 
across the autism spectrum. More important, I note ways that we could 
build the scientific method around their strengths, often employing tech
nology to motivate new ways of asking questions and understanding the 
answers.
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Mark, Age Ten

Mark is a ten-and-a-half-year-old boy with a diagnosis of ASD. He also has 
a learning disability and has been referred for concerns regarding attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), but his parents have not sought a 
diagnosis for the latter.

At two years of age, Mark had only a few functional spoken words. By  
age four, his language had dramatically improved to include sentences. He 
could engage in two-way conversations for a few minutes when motivated; 
however, his day-to-day use of language was still consistent with the typical 
early to mid-two-year-old level. At ten and a half, he converses at a similar 
rate and length to his peers, though his topics tend to focus heavily on things 
that interest him, such as dinosaurs and dragons.

His parents describe him as “very curious,” “analytical,” and “metacogni-
tive”; he is always trying to ascertain how he thinks and operates. He loves  
to ask questions, including “why” questions, a hallmark of traditional curi-
osity questions.18 Mark also enjoys experimenting with material properties 
and the effects of additives like hot water and soap. For example, he will take 
toy dinosaurs made of different types of material, including foam, rubber, 
and hard plastic, into the bathroom and will systematically add different 
amounts of water (e.g., little or lots) at different temperatures (e.g., hot, warm, 
or cold) with various additives (e.g., soap or shampoo). These experiments 
are self-driven and often performed surreptitiously, under the perception 
that his parents are unaware of his actions.

Although it may seem like Mark would perform admirably in typical 
studies of curiosity, asking him to play in this way or prompting him with 
other materials or activities does not necessarily result in similar explora-
tion. In a classic study by Kreitler, Zigler, and Kreitler,19 children were pre-
sented with familiar everyday objects, such as “medium-sized toys of a car, 
an iron, a telephone, and a piano.” The researchers then counted the number 
of responses the child used to describe the items, as well as the number of 
“inspective” manipulations (i.e., visually inspecting the toy), “customary” 
manipulations (e.g., playing the piano, answering the pretend phone), and 
“exploratory” manipulations (e.g., trying to take the toy apart or determine 
how it operates). These variables were combined with others to discern dif-
ferent types of curiosity.

Indeed, Mark has rarely shown interest in typical everyday objects. In 
fact, Mark’s parents reported not having to childproof the house in the way 
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that most parents must because he never approached the knobs on the stove 
or other items that typically draw children’s attention. Even though Kreitler 
and colleagues were one of the first groups to acknowledge that curiosity  
is “neither unitary nor homogenous” and encouraged evaluating a wide 
range of curiosity types before characterizing a child as “curious or noncuri-
ous,” their proposed curiosity measures based on typical development would 
almost certainly capture Mark’s weaknesses but not his strengths. He would 
likely be labeled “not curious.”

In what ways could we capture his strengths? How can we characterize his 
curiosity in a way that is both personalized and rigorous? Like many autistic 
individuals, Mark exhibits strong specific interests in certain topics or objects 
that persist longer and with greater intensity than those of nonautistic indi-
viduals.20 For example, for the last five years, Mark has been particularly en- 
thralled by dinosaurs and dragons. Mark’s self-stated goal in life is to become 
the “first hybrid human-dinosaur,” and he independently uses the internet 
and other resources to learn about anatomy and genetics with the goal of 
altering his DNA to give himself wings to fly like a dragon.

Figure 8.1. SPRING, a customizable learning platform.
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These devout interests, or “affinities,” can be leveraged to motivate or evoke 
exploration and inquiry in ways that might otherwise remain hidden,21 as in 
the case of the bathroom dinosaur science experiments. Affinities also pro-
vide a unique opportunity to investigate how different reinforcement mech-
anisms alter a child’s exploratory behavior. For example, we have developed 
a research platform called SPRING that enables customization in the activ-
ity, the development level of the activity, and the reinforcement provided  
by the system (Figure 8.1).22 It is similar in style to Banta’s curiosity box,  
but wholly customizable and programmable.23 The central module, shown  
as shape sorters in Figure 8.1, can be removed and replaced with different 
activities to match the developmental skills and interests of the child. Sen-
sors within SPRING passively record user activity, minimizing the effects  
of examiner presence or intervention while enabling quantitative objective 
data collection.

By modifying the parameters of SPRING, one can systematically examine 
a child’s exploration as a function of various reinforcement parameters or 
levels of ambiguity. For instance, since Mark loves dragons, SPRING could 
be programmed such that every time Mark inserts a square followed by two 
circles, his favorite dragon video appears on the device. Inserting other shapes 
might produce sounds and lights, but no dragons. Thus the significance  
of dragons as a variable in his exploratory behavior might be examined. By 
varying the reinforcement, including no reinforcement, the intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivational factors behind his exploration and problem solving 
could also be appraised.24 Similarly, prompts could be shown on the SPRING 
screen, as displayed in Figure 8.1, or the screen could be left blank to exam-
ine his exploration and problem solving without assistance. Since SPRING 
is highly customizable, it and similar personalizable devices can unlock a 
whole domain of individualized data-driven curiosity studies.

Gabriel, Age Seven

As discussed earlier, Gabriel struggles with motor planning, language, and 
general learning. While expressive language is expected to be a lifelong 
struggle, receptive language has also been markedly challenging. Gabriel did 
not respond in any discernible way to spoken language until shortly before 
his fifth birthday, and then it was only to the word “car,” referencing the fam-
ily car, where a few of his favorite toys were kept. Between ages six and seven, 
he showed considerable growth, with occasional clear recognition of words 
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like “dinner,” “cow” (for a favorite dancing cow toy), and “watch” (as in, “watch 
a movie”); however, other words, including his name, continue to produce 
no overt response.

Undoubtedly, attempts to use language to discern the mechanics and moti-
vations of Gabriel’s mind will fall short. Even with alternative means of com-
munication like an augmentative assistive communication (AAC) device, 
sign language, gestures, picture cards, and other cues, his vocabulary is lim-
ited to a few dozen words. And while communication is a major hurdle, it  
is not the only one. Standardized assessments consistently rate him either in 
the most severe categories, or such assessments cannot be used because he 
cannot complete them in the way they were intended. He has been recruited 
for over a dozen scientific studies, usually ones advertised specifically for 
autism, but he has not met the inclusion criteria for any of them. His lack of 
language, cognitive delays, and motor challenges cement his position out-
side the community of scientific inquiry.

Yet it is not Gabriel’s responsibility to evolve to fit the mold of science.  
It is our duty as scientists to develop new ways to understand Gabriel. We 
need a new research framework that captures meaningful data on how he 
acts and, maybe someday, on how he thinks. We must ask new questions 
while jointly creating new ways to answer those questions. For example, how 
does movement of the stimulus vary the perceived complexity of the stimu-
lus? What is the role of agency in exploration? How does personal interest in 
the topic or object alter curiosity behaviors?

Gabriel explores his environment primarily through sensorimotor actions, 
including stroking materials to explore textures, spinning items to explore 
visual dynamics, or tapping objects to surfaces to explore sounds. He finds 
visually engaging experiences, such as shadows, waterfalls, and dynamic light 
displays like scrolling LED tickers captivating. Like many autistic individu-
als, he seems to possess heightened sensory awareness. Some find this hyper-
sensitivity aversive, but Gabriel seeks it out, suggesting a high threshold for 
optimal sensory input.

But while his sensory seeking is pervasive, it is also specific. A few years 
ago, a wide balance beam was built for Gabriel that lit up directly in front  
of his foot as he stepped on it, designed to provide a more enticing envi
ronment for him to practice stabilizing and walking. The colored lights were 
originally programmed to flash three times with each step, and, although 
Gabriel generally loves lights, he showed little interest. However, when the 
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lights were changed to chase one another down the LED strip, similar to 
marquee lights, he eagerly approached the beam, willingly practicing chal-
lenging skills in order to activate the lights. Such an experience is remin
iscent of the curiosity study with the autistic children manipulating the 
lever, except here we find that not only does the type of stimuli matter (e.g., 
lights, sounds, and textures) but the dynamics (e.g., how it moves, how it 
changes) affect the course of action as well. Therefore, within the realm of 
neurodiverse curiosity studies, and perhaps within all curiosity studies, we 
must consider what novel features, such as the dynamics of the stimuli, spe-
cifically characterize an individual’s curiosity.

Moreover, it is not only what features or variables characterize a person’s 
curiosity, but also how that curiosity evolves. Recently, Gabriel discovered 
that a pillow covered in sequins reflects sunlight from a window, covering 
the walls in golden sparkles of light (Figure 8.2). Twisting the pillow altered 
the design, intensity, and location of sparkles on the wall. Upon discovery, 
he spent more than thirty minutes exploring the various patterns of light, his 
rapt attention far exceeding his usual concentration on a single task or activ-
ity. He returned to the pillow and the window for further exploration on sub-
sequent days. Eventually, he began playing with cars and stuffed animals—
toys that had never independently held his interest—on top of the pillow 
(and on top of the pillow only), seemingly motivated to continue exploring 
the reflection of light in multiple constructs. His curiosity had a distinctive 
temporal evolution, growing and changing with time.

Even so, developmental assessments would suggest that this exploration 
is simply a manifestation of his overt developmental age. But is it infantile, 
or is it artistic? If Gabriel were able to describe his experience in a way that 
could be understood and shared, we would almost certainly ascribe it to  
the latter. With language, Gabriel might share the beauty he sees when the 
reflections cascade across the wall or wonder aloud why sunlight creates the 
patterns of light while the living room light does not. Without language, it is 
easy to assume that his actions are merely basal sensory exploration. How 
could we know differently?

We need new metrics. Berlyne clearly delineates between “perceptual” 
(stimulus-based) and “epistemic” (knowledge-based) curiosity.25 The former 
is the major driver in the exploration of novel stimuli, one shared by ani-
mals, infants, and adults alike. In that case, however, the physiological arousal 
induced by the novelty of the stimuli is expected to decrease after repeated 
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exposure, which, in turn, reduces interest in the stimuli.26 Yet Gabriel exhib-
ited no such arousal reduction nor a diminishing interest over time. His 
interest appeared to grow with time, naturally scaffolding and expanding his 
exploration to different “sparkle” environments and interactions with other 
toys, suggesting something distinctive from the classical definitions of both 
perceptual and epistemic curiosity.

While researchers acknowledge that many variants of curiosity have yet to 
be fully defined, they still rely on measures like questionnaires and prescribed 
laboratory studies to test their theories.27 But Gabriel cannot yet explain the 
motivations for his actions with the sparkle pillow using words, nor can he 
share his potentially profound sensory experiences in a way that can be cata
loged or measured. No clinical study of curiosity would capture, or even rep-
licate, this experience, as it appeared to occur almost through happenstance. 
How can we test these theories of curiosity for neurodiverse children?

Wearable physiological sensors—for example, watches, glasses, head-
bands, badges, and clothing that can detect or infer the wearer’s physio
logical signals without involving wires and constrained environments—may 

Figure 8.2. Gabriel manipulates his sparkle pillow to reflect light.
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enable a modern approach to tackling these questions and theories. These 
sensors can track the body’s sympathetic nervous system arousal through 
electrodermal activity (EDA; formerly galvanic skin response).28 They can 
also monitor heart rate, heart rate variability, skin temperature, posture, and 
respiration rate.29 In fact, emerging systems do not even require the use of a 
wearable device; they can passively survey a person’s physiology through 
standard cameras, combining light and color magnification with machine-
learning analysis techniques.30 With these tools, we can capture and char
acterize Gabriel’s arousal systematically, and we can do so in a naturalistic 
environment. We can plot his arousal as a function of activity and behavior 
and monitor it over time. Is his physiological arousal a function of his curi-
osity, or is his curiosity a function of his arousal? Does his EDA evolve as  
his play extends beyond sparkles on the wall to include the reflections on 
trucks and books that he holds above the pillow? If spikes in arousal initially 
precede his exploratory behavior, how does this relationship change as his 
play expands?

Gabriel also has a penchant for music. Although his motor delays inhibit 
his ability to create sophisticated sounds without assistance, he shows height-
ened awareness and sensitivity to music over other auditory input. Even as a 
young toddler, he would choose, through the use of picture cards, to watch 
video recordings of piano concertos and symphonies, including complex 
compositions by Rachmaninoff and Dvorak, over animated movie clips or 
other “age-appropriate” offerings. Years later, he freely and extensively explores 
the different demo tracks on a digital keyboard, using the programming  
buttons to modify the tempo, rhythm, and dynamics. But the keyboard is 
complex. It took years of exposure for him to manually operate the multi- 
step tempo and track buttons, and he still lacks agency to deliberately and 
accurately select demo tracks. He clearly prefers certain tracks, however, 
because he will guide a friend or family member over to the keyboard and 
will continue requesting new music until landing on his favorite song. His 
lack of agency undeniably impedes his expression of musical curiosity.

Would a control panel with simpler, one-step buttons enable a more ex- 
tensive, and perhaps more genuine, manifestation of his curiosity? Such a 
panel would have the added bonus of being able to track button presses  
and other actions, providing an objective log of his musical exploration  
over time. Could the differing exploration between the two systems—the 
complex keyboard and the simpler control panel—measure curiosity as a 
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function of agency? Multiple panels could be built with relative ease, each 
one increasing slightly in complexity or capabilities by offering more songs 
or features. Does Gabriel always prefer the simplest access to music, suggest-
ing that it is more about sensory feedback than exploration, or does his 
interest seem to expand when more options are presented? As with previous 
studies that examine the optimal levels of complexity, what is the threshold 
after which exploration declines?31 Similarly, what is the relationship between 
physical exertion and curiosity? If the buttons are spaced farther apart, are 
they explored with the same intensity or frequency? Such measures would 
be valuable not only to other children with special needs but also to any edu-
cational or community setting serving a wide range of children and abilities.

Becca, Age 6

Becca is a six-and-a-half-year-old autistic girl, described by her mother as 
“happy,” a “free spirit,” and the “most confident person I know!” She dives 
into experiences without restraint and cares little for social etiquette. Becca 
will unabashedly arrive at school wearing costumes or outfits inspired by  
her favorite television characters, regularly choosing clothing based on its 
character-appeal and style over practicality. It is difficult to talk her out of an 
outfit with long sleeves and a sweater, even on a hot summer day, hinting 
that she can be equal parts creative and rigid in her actions and expressions.

Becca is a prolific artist, and she has reportedly never paused for even an 
instant before taking a marker to a piece of paper and beginning to draw. She 
can fill the pages of entire sketchbooks in rapid succession, never hesitating 
between one drawing and the next. She has no shortage of ideas, and always 
seems to know exactly what she wants. And while Becca’s confidence and 
sense of self are marked assets, she also does not feel motivated to do things 
that do not interest her, which can make academic work and other obliga-
tions difficult. For example, Becca will often spend recess exploring leaves 
and trees and making tiny piles of wood chips. Asking her to leave recess to 
do an activity of someone else’s choosing can prove challenging. Likewise, 
assessments and studies that require her to complete predetermined activi-
ties, including curiosity studies that examine her “spontaneous exploration” 
of a standardized selection of toys, are likely to be met with resistance and 
may elicit a performance not indicative of her true capabilities.32

Nevertheless, she exhibits undeniable exploratory behavior. Although she 
is not verbally curious like Mark, Becca will roam around her grandparents’ 
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large yard, climbing rocks, looking at leaves, and bringing grass to her cheek 
to experience its texture and scent. She experiences the world in a decidedly 
physical way and can spend hours engaged in what appears to be a very 
compelling and reinforcing internal world. Some days she will sit and talk to 
herself (not always in words that others might understand), often laughing 
aloud at something she is thinking about.

This type of curiosity may be difficult to capture in a laboratory setting, 
and the few studies that have attempted to do so in the natural environments 
have relied on recorded narrations of behavior,33 which is time consuming  
to transcribe, quantify, and scale. Alternatively, multimodal data streams 
from video, audio, and wearable sensors enable rich new sources to objec-
tively analyze naturalistic behavior and play.34 Combining off-the-shelf cam-
eras and open-source data-processing tools, it is possible to track body 
pose,35 interactions, and gestures,36 as well as facial expressions37 and affect,38 
without the use of specialized equipment or clinical settings. If tolerated, 
wearable eye-tracking glasses can also help monitor gaze and attention,39 
differentiating the minute examination of a pile of wood chips from the 
inspection of ants marching home after a long day’s work. Machine learn- 
ing and artificial intelligence enables statistical analysis of these records, 
including extensive datasets over days and weeks, allowing us to build com-
putational models of behavior and curiosity. These models can help form  
a baseline of curiosity activities and emotions for individuals like Becca. We 
then can hypothesize how small changes might affect her curiosity in large 
ways, taking care to join her world instead of pigeonholing her into ours.

Although Becca can and does occasionally speak, her language remains 
limited, and approximately 90 percent of her conversations are “scripted” 
from favorite television characters and scenes. While some of this scripting 
is appropriate to the situation at hand, observers who are unfamiliar with 
her nuanced references may not understand the context and may interpret 
her communication as gibberish or “nonfunctional.” Abstract language re- 
mains difficult for her, and she does not ask or answer “why” questions. Yet 
she has entire television episodes memorized.

She is motivated by these television shows and seeks out opportunities  
to watch them, think about them, or draw pictures of them. As with many 
autistic affinities, the relationship she has with the shows and their char
acters can provide insight into her internal thought processes. For example, 
almost every picture she draws is a scene or a riff off a scene from an episode 
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of a show. Likewise, if she repeats a line from a favorite episode and a parent 
or friend says the next line, her eyes will light up and she will smile gleefully 
as if to say, “Yes! You get it!” It is like a secret handshake, building trust and 
camaraderie, unlocking the passageway to her precious thoughts and feel-
ings. The songs and plots from these shows can also help with transitions 
between activities, social situations, and difficult tasks, like acknowledging 
the need to go to the bathroom when in the middle of a favorite game. They 
seem to help organize her world, like a Rolodex of situations she can call 
upon to help process and relate to the emotions and experiences around her.

But these shows and characters may be more than just a conduit to her 
lush inner world. Becca’s nuanced relationship with them suggests that she 
is conceptualizing information and making connections far beyond what 
her words or general actions may indicate. She may be exploring whole the-
oretical worlds in her head that can only be perceived if one joins her world 
and explores with her.

So how could we build neurodiverse curiosity studies for Becca? How is 
her curiosity expressed in the kingdom of her characters? If her characters 
ask “why” or “I wonder” questions, how does that influence the wonder she 
expresses through any modality—actions, scripting, or spontaneous speech? 
What if puppets of her characters explore her real world with inquisitive 
attitudes and actions? Does she join in? Does she imitate them or learn from 
them? How do small changes to the ways these characters explore affect how 
Becca incorporates their words or behaviors into her own life? Even with her 
favorite shows, she tends to relate more strongly to one character than the 
rest—for example, Prince Wednesday from Daniel Tiger or Gekko from PJ 
Masks. How does her assimilation of the information change when Prince 
Wednesday demonstrates curiosity behaviors versus the default protagonist 
Daniel Tiger? What is the effect of using words or songs versus only actions? 
These results may generalize to broader curiosity studies, especially in the 
context of curiosity and technology,40 but until we understand the most fun-
damental drivers of these exceptional individuals, we will never know.

This chapter proposed a strengths-based research framework for neuro
diverse curiosity studies. Through three distinct case studies, we explored 
how individual manifestations of curiosity may depend on interests, envi-
ronment, and skills, and we noted how typical approaches to the study of 
curiosity may fail for autistic and neurodiverse children. We then described 
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how novel methods and engineering solutions could personalize the ap- 
proach to elicit and measure curiosity and examined how small parametric 
changes could significantly affect exploratory behavior outcomes. With these 
examples and techniques, we invite researchers to form and test new hypoth-
eses, probing how curiosity evolves over time, how it is motivated by per-
sonal interests, and how it can be expressed both with and without language. 
We look eagerly to future studies that expand our understanding of curiosity 
in all individuals.
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Obstacles to Curiosity  
and Concern

Exploring the Racist Imagination

Narendra Keval

Curiosity, like all thinking, is relational in nature; that is to say, it in- 
 volves an intimacy with an imagined or real other. This means that 

curiosity requires a capacity to tolerate the anxieties of not knowing the 
other in advance but through a process of discovery. When we are curious 
about someone or something, we embark on a journey that moves us in  
our imagination from the safety and familiarity of knowing—our “psychic 
home” offering us relative certainty—toward the experience of unknowing 
and not knowing. Playing with our curiosity, which involves this risk of 
wandering in our imagination to unknown vistas, including those far away 
from the self as it is presently known, can stir up profound anxieties that 
have the potential for our undoing, threatening our continuity of being.1 
Much of our clinical endeavors focuses on discerning the imagined dangers 
of this curious intimacy and, in my case, the dangers associated with racial 
and ethnic others.

While the Oxford English Dictionary defines curiosity as “a strong desire 
to learn or know something,” psychoanalysis frames this desire with an am-
bivalence, particularly with the emotional perils of knowing about self and 
other—especially in the context of ethnic or racial others. Understanding 
this conflict between self-discovery and deception goes to the very heart  
of our clinical work, preoccupied as it is with the anxieties and quality of 
thinking in particular states of mind that obstruct curiosity and concern 
about ourselves in relation to others in the world. This is perhaps reflected 
in the proverb “curiosity killed the cat,”2 used to warn of the dangers of 
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unnecessary investigation and exploration. The question of what or who will 
be discovered and killed in the desire to know centers on imaginary threats 
that include the potential annihilation of self from a true or genuine engage-
ment with the other who symbolizes the threat of our undoing, a threat ema-
nating from within. It conveys what is at stake: the psychological survival of 
self and the different ways in which a solution is sought to attend to these 
urgent anxieties.

This chapter will focus on understanding how retreating into a racist 
imagination is one attempt to resolve these anxieties by trying to bolt down 
certainty, which shifts the focus from an inner threat to an outer one, creat-
ing monsters of our imagination that are grafted onto the ethnic characteris-
tics of others. More specifically, racist phantasies offer to allay these anxieties 
by simplifying the world into dyadic relations of “us/them,” “good/bad,” which 
become ever more ossified as boundaries that cannot be questioned and 
must be fixed and certain. In so doing, these racist constructions bring tem-
porary relief to what is felt to be internally unbearable by preventing the 
emergence of curiosity and concern, thereby distorting reality and misrep-
resenting racial and ethnic others in ways that rob or silence their humanity.

Both recent media discussions and clinical case studies are used here to 
illuminate the central thesis that racism is a destructive state of mind that 
exploits others to manage emotional vulnerabilities. This is achieved by cre-
ating a false narrative to obstruct any curiosity and compassion or concern 
that might expose our anxiety. These psychosocial and political defenses 
involve a configuration of omnipotence, sense of superiority, intolerance, 
arrogance, cruelty, and coercion. They also involve formidable elements  
of disguise and trickery that aim to “fix” misrepresentations of reality that 
make them difficult to engage with and understand.

Given the political, social, and cultural upheavals in recent times that have 
given rise to xenophobia and an astonishing increase in race hate crimes, 
racist states of mind are all the more urgent to understand. In the first sec-
tion I sketch out some of my thinking on these murderous, tragic, and mis-
guided attempts that seek out a sense of identity and security at any cost,  
by looking at recent events such as the migration crises in Europe, Brexit 
(the United Kingdom’s decision to leave the European Union), and the 
unprecedented turmoil in American politics created by the campaign of 
President Donald Trump. The second section briefly describes the experi-
ence of working with a patient’s racism in the consulting room and how this 
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more nuanced understanding can contribute to our thinking about race in 
our society.

Positioning Race, Curiosity, and Concern

In psychoanalysis, the acquisition of knowledge has a special significance 
because our capacity to comprehend reality is thought to be intimately con-
nected to the trajectories of our emotional development. Curiosity and con-
cern are processes that are understood here to be intertwined, so that the 
qualities related to inquisitive thinking—such as exploration, investigation, 
and learning—are bound up with a gradual capacity for empathy toward the 
object that has aroused the desire to know. In other words, curiosity and con-
cern shape one another to bring about an expansion of awareness and poten-
tial for exploration of self and others that recognizes a common humanity.

These processes take place in the context of a developmental progression 
from a two-person to a three-person relationship as the basis of compre-
hending and relating to a diverse and complex social world. Besides the self, 
there is one “other,” a first other: the maternal body and presence. This is 
initially experienced as an idealized place free of imaginary intrusions, our 
first geographical and psychical home,3 rooted in infantile experience and  
a ruthless self-centeredness that knows no recognition of separate others. 
However, a capacity for a sense of guilt and concern that mobilizes repara-
tive impulses can be facilitated, in which the “individual cares, or minds, 
and both feels and accepts responsibility”4 toward others, expanding and 
enriching the capacity for a sense of exploration, playfulness, and creativity.

The paternal dimension serves as a second “other,” creating a triangular, or 
Oedipal, structure that Freud referred to as the “primal scene.”5 McDougall 
conceptualized the scene in terms of the child’s “total store of unconscious 
knowledge and personal mythology concerning the human sexual relation, 
particularly that of his parents.”6 While sexuality is central to the primal scene, 
much more is being worked out here through the child’s curiosity and imag-
inative reconstruction of the interaction and relationship between the par-
ents.7 Whether the parental couple in the primal scene come together in a 
lively and pleasurable or destructive way is thought to have a profound effect 
on the capacity for thinking. Since thinking necessitates making links or 
connections, it also forms the prototype for the development of creativity as 
symbolized by how members of the parental couple are linked together in 
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the mind.8 A capacity to link thoughts, to think, and to create meaning is 
therefore shaped by the way the parents in the triangular situation are per-
ceived and used.

In this way, the developmental tasks of recognition that take the trajec-
tory from a dyad to a triad determine the way mental space is structured, 
increasing the capacity to comprehend and relate to the complexities of real-
ity. The development of curiosity and concern requires the recognition of 
others as fellow human beings separate from oneself in a shared social space, 
where there is a possibility of mutual empathy or concern and accommoda-
tion. This is in sharp contrast to a mode of functioning that mobilizes split-
ting and projective mechanisms to obstruct that recognition,9 leading to the 
collapse of a triangulated space. The particular appeal of racist narratives is 
the allure of simplicity through their power to call upon a regressive phan-
tasy of return to a dyadic space as a response to the unstoppable march of 
modernity and its inherent uncertainties. This is evident in how external 
geographical spaces and boundaries that arouse such primitive passions on 
the international stage10 are often gendered into notions of Mother Earth 
that are linked to myths of return to an imaginary homeland, promising a 
sense of security and belonging.

The structure of racial phantasies reflects an intense preoccupation with 
the other in its ethnic or racial form and, like all primal scene phantasies, 
they organize one’s relation to the other through encounters with difference.11 
Such phantasies are concerned with fundamental questions about the rela-
tionship between self and other, or questions about one’s origin.12 Phantasies 
of race are also relational,13 determining the extent to which connections 
between thoughts can be tolerated and allowed to come together to engage 
in a productive relationship. Here we are concerned with contrasting objects, 
their ideational representations, and the extent to which these can be allowed 
to interact with each other in the service of reflective thinking as well as a 
capacity to manage contradiction and complexity without being attacked.14 
This opens up a distinction that I suggest needs to be made between the use 
of racial and racist phantasies, whose functions are different: the former 
notices the ethnic characteristics of others and is motivated by a curiosity 
that aims to explore the self in relation to others within a triangular struc-
ture. By contrast, racist phantasies involve a regressive pull that demands 
absolute certainty and aims to thwart and damage others, closing down pos-
sibilities for intimacy with and learning from others.
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The development of curiosity and concern in this formulation extends 
the trajectory of recognition from the notion of self/other within a dyad to a 
third other, thereby creating a triangulated space and laying the emotional 
foundations of a diverse mental and social world of mutuality.

Body, Psyche, and Nation:  
The Collapse of Curiosity and Concern

Mira Nair’s film The Reluctant Fundamentalist gives a powerful sequence of 
events in which action and reaction escalate in a frightening way, illustrating 
how effortlessly the dyadic cycle of terror and terrorism can feed itself per-
petually.15 In its unfolding, the story reflects a collapse of triangulation that 
obliterates any semblance of curiosity and concern that might potentially 
make room for some degree of mutual accommodation. We see a young 
Pakistani man, Chengez Khan, working in the world of corporate America, 
enjoying his identity as an American citizen. All this comes to a dramatic 
crash after the 9/11 terrorist assault on the Twin Towers. The audience is led 
through a chain of events that connect the burning of the Twin Towers with 
this young man walking through the airport with his colleagues, all suited 
and booted, just as he had done many times before. Only this time, he is 
stopped and led away by FBI officials, who first question him as to whether 
he is a foreign or American national.

From this point onward, we are led to believe that an apparently normal 
world of protocol is taking place in the face of suspicion but, in actual fact,  
a parallel world is taking shape. A paranoid, racist construction has taken 
grip, ambushing and obstructing the capacity for inquiry and concern under 
the guise of reason. We see the young man taken into a room and from there 
onward he is spoken to in a tone that already assumes his brown skin and 
country of origin make him a potential terrorist, a narrative that will become 
difficult to prove otherwise.

The film captures the chilling manner in which a racist mindset can infect 
and grip ordinary citizens, interpreting behavior in such a way as to confirm 
an inner template. This is a type of knowing in advance of experiencing the 
other. In the airport room, he is instructed to remove his clothes as the offi-
cial puts on his plastic gloves, standing behind him, leaving little doubt in 
the imagination as to the menace that is about to strike. His hair and body 
are searched in a manner that suggests he is being treated like an animal. He 
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is then instructed to remove his underwear and spread his legs, as he under-
goes a further humiliating examination. He is then told to put his clothes 
back on and, as he does, the shock is palpably present on the reflection of  
his face in the window against a backdrop of the Twin Towers. The whole 
thing has taken place in a matter of minutes. He is not only shaken to the 
core but powerless in the face of what has just happened to him. The careful 
juxtaposition of imagery in the film conveys a silence in him borne of rage, 
burning from the inside like the Twin Towers. What has receded into the 
background is the official in uniform who has conducted the examination 
with military precision. He steps back without any overt emotion on his 
face, a silent casualty of the assault in which he has become a participant in 
an act of naked terror.

The narrative sequence tells us something important about the reenact-
ment (repetition of an emotional dynamic) that has taken place, a mental split 
or partition between ordinary feelings of concern and a murderous rage one 
imagines in the terrorists’ state of mind while they sat in the plane’s cockpit, 
directing it toward the two towers. The violation of the two towers is mir-
rored in the physical assault of the young man at the hands of the official.  
We see the victim’s demeanor change in an instant. He is not the person  
he was moments ago, when he was going about his daily life: deep in his 
soul, something fundamental has changed. The film highlights the particu-
larly disturbing way in which the young man was forced to experience feel-
ings of shock, powerlessness, and humiliation as his inner world is ripped 
apart through an assault on his physical and psychic skin, throwing his sense 
of self into profound terror, just as we imagine victims of terrorist massacres 
feel, giving us an indication as to the motivations of the perpetrators. These 
murderous acts and their unconscious enactment are designed to provoke a 
range of powerful feelings and reactions in both victim and witness, intend-
ing to destroy the capacity to think and reflect.16

I suggest that these types of concrete or physical enactments (action-
reaction replaces considered thought) pervade racist narratives that aim to 
provide immediate certainty and relief by splitting the world into crude 
boundary markers such as us/them, dangerous/safe, good/bad, righteous/
evil, and so on. These splits often follow sociopolitical lines of cleavage that 
include ethnicity, class, gender, sexuality, or disability, projecting across the 
divide unwanted or intolerable thoughts and feelings into others. Once the 
process is complete, it aims to restore a perception of emotional safety that 
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was felt to be under threat. Those on the receiving end are straitjacketed or 
squeezed into an identity not of their making, belying a crudity with which 
this emotional and institutional process can operate. This is echoed in the 
comments made in another sequence of the film when Chengez enters a 
café: “Any beard or turban is a target.” In other words, in this reactionary, 
binary space, there is no room for becoming curious about the impact of 
one’s actions on others.

It reminded me of the immediate aftermath of the terrorist attacks in 
London on July 7, 2005. At this time, a panicked, terror-stricken way of 
thinking about others who are ethnically different from white Anglo-British 
citizens had a tendency to get lodged in the private and public imagination. 
The deadly combination of both real and imagined threats stirred up quite 
unbearable anxieties at a personal, national, and global level that potentially 
compromised the capacity to remain in a reflective mental space. I recall  
my  increased vigilance on the London underground tube in the immediate 
aftermath of the attacks, where I had unwittingly assumed the mindset in 
which everybody was a potential suspect. In this atmosphere, the capacity to 
think humanely of fellow citizens is hijacked by a state of mind that is quick 
to expel and lodge the anxiety outside the self rather than process it. The 
shooting of an innocent Brazilian man, Jean Charles de Silva e de Menezes, 
by counterterrorism police at the Stockwell underground tube station in 
London may have been a further tragic outcome of a racist mindset and the 
tendency to panic that it engenders.

The evacuation of, rather than the engagement with, anxiety about strang-
ers is a remarkably recurring theme in identity politics. Racist populist move-
ments use phantasies that dehumanize others in terms of diseases, insects, 
or vermin, which are felt to threaten and destroy the national body politic. 
This language also suggests that others are parasites, invading and robbing 
the body of the nation with their needs and desires, which in turn produces 
paranoid anxieties about economic and emotional resources being depleted 
or robbed by foreigners. It conveys a preoccupation that dangerously equates 
the body of the ethnic other with psyche and nationhood.17

Building walls has mined the divisions of people into “us” and “them” to 
be exploited for political purposes, where “foreign bodies” are expunged to the 
other side of the wall18 (cleansing the body and psyche of an imagined con-
tamination by foreigners that is experienced viscerally). This type of split-
ting and ethnic cleansing, however, has a further aim: to create a heightened 
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sense of moral superiority over others that disguises a nexus of hate and dis
information that misrepresents reality. Trump’s campaign, for example, used 
racist phantasies to create a climate of anxiety and fear that extended to attacks 
on women, disabled people, LGBT people, Jews, African Americans, immi-
grants (especially Latinos, and those perceived to be “foreigners”). His policy 
of “extreme vetting” advocated “a total and complete shutdown of Muslims 
entering the United States until our country’s representatives can figure out 
what the hell is going on. We have no choice . . . we have no choice.”19

Trump’s narrative has unraveled a compelling and captivating uncon-
scious phantasy. Nationhood has become concretely equated20 with an ideal-
ized notion of the white female body that needs to be cleansed and protected 
from foreign rapists, apparently giving political license to build an uncon-
scious phantasy, a grand chastity belt to make it “an impenetrable, physical, 
tall, powerful, beautiful southern border wall.”21 The flipside of this ideali
zation is evident in his degrading views about women; he was caught on 
audiotape saying he could do anything he liked, “grabbing women by the 
p***y.”22 Fear and contempt of women was evident in his insinuating com-
ments toward a female Fox News journalist during the CNN first Republi-
can presidential debate, when he attributed her “hostile questioning” to 
menstruation.23 It was a further elaboration of a phantasy of another con-
taminant: the biological fact of blood within the body, suggesting a familiar 
component in the racist phantasy based on a dangerous equation between 
psyche, nation, and the procreative capacities of the maternal body, whose 
anxieties and threats are also projected onto ethnic others.

Corrupting Curiosity and Concern:  
Racist Phantasies of Cleansing and Restoration

These anxieties and threats were managed through narratives of “purity” 
and “homogeneity” in the Trump presidential campaign to exploit sections 
of the dispossessed American population, what some have called a “forgot-
ten people” who have been living in heartbreaking social and economic 
landscapes. This section of the population has suffered years of hopelessness 
and desolation from poverty, hit hard by forces of globalization that have 
affected local industries, and feel they are living in an increasingly fractured 
and disunited country. Along a section of Route 45 is Washington County, 
Alabama, one of America’s poorest states, where a quarter of the people live 
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in poverty; unemployed and unimpressed, one resident commented about 
his dilapidated town: “Bad roads, bad bridges, they don’t look out for us.” In 
Marion County, the poorest in West Virginia (and one of many relying on 
the coal and steel industry), four times as many babies are born with a drug 
addiction than the national average. One resident commented, “It brings tears 
to my eyes, no way out, there is nowhere for them to go, there are no jobs, if 
they took coal mining away, we’re done.” In eastern Kentucky, where more 
than a third of the people live in poverty, similar comments emerge: “They 
made us feel we are unimportant, they took the farming away, they took the 
tobacco away, took the coal mines away, basically they took everybody away.”

Similar narratives have emerged in the British context, where one report 
described the cathedral city of Peterborough as under siege, with migration 
being held responsible for putting pressure on public services and local 
resentment about the changing character of the ancient English settlement. 
In one popular street, a traditional English baker’s shop finally closed after 
136 years. The blame is placed firmly at the door of the new Polish delicates-
sen two doors down. One resident commented, “three generations that ran 
this shop for over 100 years, it’s gone too far, the country’s gone too far, this 
country is never going to be the same again. We can only hope that we can 
put a stop to it.” A Sheffield resident commented, “We’ve lost the steelworks, 
coal, everything is gone, everything is going.”

In racist discourse, social grievances (e.g., antiestablishment feeling, 
alienation, unemployment, loss of local industry and community, immigra-
tion) often become the battlegrounds, but what is at stake is the sense of self. 
One report in the aftermath of the Brexit result showed a woman raising her 
fists in triumph saying, “Just glad we are going to be out. This is our England, 
our England,” while another reported a sobbing, grief-stricken elderly man 
saying, “I have got my country back, what I’ve got I want to keep.” It con-
veyed a deep wound in his sense of self and identity that he believed could 
be healed through reclaiming an idealized object called “our country,” which 
would right a perceived wrong.

What is hidden beneath these moral panics are allusions to profound 
feelings of loss and a longing for “what once was and is no longer.”24 Else-
where I have suggested that “racist events wherever we encounter them 
reflect a ‘racist scene,’ a variant of the phantasy of the primal scene . . . which 
is saturated with different layers of meanings.”25 This involves a narrative of 
an imaginary lost love whose structure contains elements of symbolic loss, 
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bewilderment about psychic/social change, uncertainty, a sense of power-
lessness and betrayal, coupled with feelings of shame and humiliation. This 
toxic amalgam can serve to bind the emotional turmoil into melancholic 
responses26 and be used to replace the pain of mourning by fueling the sat-
isfactions of a grievance and vengeful feelings that are opposed to any notion 
of a shared social space.

One of the deeper sources of lament in racism is a complex and poten-
tially toxic melding of narcissistic injuries derived from both the personal 
and sociopolitical realms of experience. Political rhetoric often uses this  
area of human vulnerability as a feeding ground for racist phantasies to cre-
ate a world of “alternative facts” that ultimately distorts the recognition of 
others as fellow human beings. The Brexit campaign used giant posters of 
migrants in long queues (an image likened to Nazi propaganda during the 
last world war)27 to imply floods of foreigners were invading Britain because 
it remained in the European Union. In this way meaning was corrupted by 
depicting the arrival or presence of the stranger or foreigner as a symbolic loss 
representing a loved person such as community, country, or nation imbued with 
the central feeling of being robbed or depleted, thus leaving a profound sense 
of powerlessness. The notion of getting a country back implies it was a phan-
tasmatic object taken or stolen, an object to which one remains entitled. 
This grievance is further fueled by an outrage that a nation-state, authority, 
or establishment (“they”) had allowed this to happen in the first place. In 
this sense, a perceived influx of strangers, who are permitted to contaminate 
an idealized relationship and physical landscape, is felt to be a betrayal.

These psychological injuries and their multilayered losses are rarely for-
gotten or forgiven because the feeling of being robbed or depleted, shamed 
and humiliated, is felt to be unbearable. Instead of acknowledging this loss, 
mourning and accommodating the other, bitterness, grievance, and a sense 
of entitlement predominate. A pitched battle ensues with a phantasy couple, 
as represented by an authority such as a government using the fertile soil  
of social battlegrounds to exact vengeful feelings in a “tit-for-tat” manner. 
Fallen under the spell of what some see as a brilliant demagogue, one veteran 
factory worker commented, “We’ve been ignored and ignored and ignored, 
been waiting for years for someone like Trump to come up.” That this hurt 
translated into a toxic grudge using the ballot box as an anger management 
tool is evident in the effortless slide from a poverty of circumstance to a 
poverty of thinking, manifest in the degradation of language connected to  
a degradation of virtues.
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Racist phantasies in this context were served up to offer those most vul-
nerable and aggrieved, with an idea of decontaminating an imagined utopia 
of ethnic others through cleansing and evacuation, creating a reimagined 
community to soothe the hurts of narcissistic injuries. They attempt to re- 
store the individual or community to a former state of completeness, but it 
is a delusional idea promising a return to a mythical homeland as a solution 
to profound anxiety.

Both the Brexit and Trump campaigns repackaged some of the oldest 
prejudices in the service of vengeful feelings that were percolating, decades 
in the making. Both campaigns used racist phantasies to give free rein to a 
type of murderousness that corrupts legitimate protest and desire for change 
through the democratic process into destructive mayhem. Listening to some 
of the stories of those most affected, living and working in the “rust belt” of 
America, suggests that the racist narrative tapped into a punctured potency 
of the dispossessed. Perhaps the anger and bitterness toward the establish-
ment was for their perceived cuddling up to the “forces of globalization,” 
sharing the same bed with strangers, foreign economic powers that put pres-
sure on thriving local industries to enlist cheaper labor abroad, leading to 
domestic job losses, homelessness, hopelessness, and despair.

The politicization of a border wall in the most southern region of the 
sexual body politic, to keep foreign intruders out, urges us to consider a 
phantasy that wishes to reassert white male potency in an impotent-making 
world of seismic economic shifts involving foreign players. The imprint of 
these forces on the physical landscape of “middle America” reflects an inner 
world of desolation and deadness arising from a profound loss. Bakersfield, 
an oil town once built on the riches of the land, is now a ghost town, perhaps 
holding a mirror of what had once been idealized in the American body 
politic but is no longer. Trump’s calculated move echoes this in a simple and 
alluring way, through an assertion that the American dream is dead, but it 
will be brought back to life by making America great again.

Race in the Consulting Room: Curiosity under Fire

This section sketches out my thinking on clinical work with a patient who, 
at certain moments of our encounter, retreated into his racist imagination to 
manage anxieties about his emotional safety with me. His wish for absolute 
certainty in his engagement with me conveys the underlying terrors of  
letting his mind wander in a way that does not prejudge me but allows a 
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sense of curiosity to evolve through our encounter. The intention here is  
to describe the type of dynamics that can emerge in some patients’ need  
for absolute certainty, dynamics that might in turn serve as an analogue of 
wider social and political stresses that can harvest nascent racism to manage 
anxieties about change and loss of control.

Case Vignette

An Italian man28 I saw for an initial consultation left quite an impression on 
me, such that, many years later, I continue to think about our experience 
together and the insight it offered into being with a patient whose only 
means of communicating just how frightening it was to be himself was to  
try to frighten, intimidate, and humiliate others.

He entered my consulting room, looking confident but suspicious as he 
placed his coat over mine on the door, sat down, stroked his chin, and looked 
at me patronizingly. I had planned to see him briefly to discuss a treatment 
vacancy with him, but it was not long before he started to go into a tirade 
about how he “was not going to be messed about.” How experienced was I? 
Was I going to be like his previous therapist who ended his treatment 
abruptly? He was certainly not going to put up with that nonsense with me. 
I had a feeling from this opening gambit that my being Asian had rattled 
him, as he had managed to create an abrasive and volatile atmosphere within 
seconds of meeting with me.

His insistence that there was only one version of events to comprehend 
(i.e., his) was irritating me enough to make me want to kick him out of  
the room. This atmosphere and my initial response to it became an impor-
tant source of understanding about how this man was inviting a potential 
reenactment of a wish to evacuate (“kick out”) rather than engage and 
understand what was driving his urgent need to establish a sense of security 
about his treatment. This inner state was difficult to reach and understand 
by his insistence that only his viewpoint was valid, preventing an explora-
tion where he and I could think together, in a spirit of curiosity, about his 
traumatic experience with a previous therapist.

I acknowledged his sense of urgency but needed him to tell me about his 
previous treatment and how the ending came to be so abrupt. I was under 
the impression that his cessation of treatment had been planned, but he was 
clearly disgruntled. As he spoke, he seemed more preoccupied with the fact 
of ending itself, unwilling to convey anything about his experience of the 
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therapy. His distress turned into omnipotent control and demand to put 
things right.

He became irritated, demanding that I stop pussyfooting around (i.e., 
exploring) and offer him a treatment that would end only when he decided 
to leave. He said he had heard all the therapy “lingo” before, so I should  
not try any of that with him either. It stopped me in my tracks, unable to 
think for a few moments and feeling as though he was demanding total con-
trol over whether I could even think my own thoughts! I could see that this 
form of abrasive engagement made him feel triumphant, something that  
was familiar to all who had come into contact with him, including previous 
therapists. However, the inner place of desperation from which much of this 
provocative behavior came seemed elusive. 

When I was better able to gather my thoughts, I commented on his wish 
to test whether I could manage his abrasive behavior enough to help him.  
He replied, somewhat mockingly, that it was a shrewd observation. In his 
agitated state, any attempt to empathize with his anxieties received a fleet- 
ing recognition that was quickly perceived as an attempt to make him feel 
even more vulnerable with me, increasing his anxieties and attempts to con-
trol me. Naming his anxiety, and frank terror of being with me, could easily 
feel humiliating and inflame his sense of injury, hence his desperate attempts 
to establish control by any means necessary. This escalated in the session to 
the point where he began making derogatory comments about my cultural 
background and telling me the consulting room was “wreaking” before dis-
missing me as incompetent.

Two throwaway remarks were telling. First, he demanded that only he 
should decide the ending date of any treatment that was offered. Second, he 
said he hated the silence in the room when I was thinking. This need to estab-
lish control and dictate my behavior seemed to be a way of communicating 
his psychic terrors of being suddenly left without anything to hold him emo-
tionally, rupturing his sense of continuity. It threw him into a paranoid state 
that demanded absolute control of others. Among other things, his wish to 
stop me thinking was perhaps aimed to create an experience inside my mind 
where I was temporarily unhinged in my thinking and unable to connect my 
thoughts. In other words, a relational disaster of losing control that he expe-
rienced was now being played out in my mind with my thoughts.

His use of racist thinking offered him temporary refuge from possibly 
spiraling into a more severe breakdown, by becoming superior, dictating  
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the terms of our engagement where he wanted absolute control. As these 
attempts failed him, he escalated his maneuvers by trying to wound me. In 
this way he could disavow his own feelings of humiliation, of floundering  
in a mental and emotional mess that now took on racist overtones. It is of 
course telling that, in his attempts to inflict attacks on my personal and cul-
tural identity, he was trying to tear, in me, the very thing that was at stake: 
the fabric of a sense of self.

Despite his contempt for me, his desperation was vital but difficult to 
reach when he was determined to throw everything at me to see if he and  
I could survive and continue thinking. This is difficult to do when the very 
act of thinking itself becomes the object of attack. In this state there is no 
space for curiosity to emerge, as other viewpoints and feelings are felt to be 
intolerable. There is a marked absence of any breathing or thinking space to 
both observe and be observed29 within a triangular space that might enable 
the taking of different positions and creating the possibilities for empathy 
and concern. Instead, the urgency of psychic survival means that refuge is 
sought in control through a particular kind of coupling that acts like a gang 
with an attitude of superiority that is played out with the analyst in the “live 
theater” of the consulting room. Here the difficulty is to remain emotionally 
open enough to be able to continue being “curious under fire,” when so 
much anxiety is being discharged, and all under the patient’s watchful eyes. 
It requires us to allow ourselves to let our imagination breathe, aiming to 
recognize, understand, and empathize with and be altered by that which  
the patient must not inflict but convey. Then a different space, even if only 
momentary, may emerge to allow some exploration.

A more malignant atmosphere, however, can put both patient and analyst 
under strong pressure to evacuate anxiety and therefore risk unhelpful enact-
ments that strive for absolute certainty. We can inadvertently become intol-
erant of intolerance in our patients by unwittingly putting an “analytic coat” 
over them, just as this patient placed his coat over mine, trying to engulf, 
control, and dominate rather than collaborate with me.

Triangulation versus Strangulation of Political Life:  
Keeping Curiosity and Concern Alive

As you can gather, my attempts to reach this patient were often experienced 
like a red rag to a bull, intensifying his contempt. When the atmosphere in 
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the room is so noxious, there is little room for a third or triangulated posi-
tion that involves a different viewpoint or a new perspective, as this would 
be experienced as “stepping out of line”: the analyst having an independent 
mind that is beyond the reach of the patient’s wish for control. In some cir-
cumstances, it is possible to free up this paralysis of thought by describing 
the atmosphere to the patient in a manner that does not feel too intrusive 
and wounding, placing the observation in a third space for both parties to 
observe, think about, and comment upon.

Some of these therapeutic situations have a certain resonance with the 
way political discourse has emerged in recent times, using race to corrupt, 
bully, or terrorize and stop meaningful dialogue. The attack on the potency 
of others throws light on how racism organizes itself both internally and 
externally by keeping people straitjacketed into prescribed roles so that  
the racist dictum is kept in force: “know your place” and do not step out of 
line. Thuggery, both overt and covert, is always present to one degree or 
another and can be enacted by some of the very institutions that supposedly 
support reason and humanity. The building of walls, for example, to manage 
the migrant crises in Europe, leaves open to question the extent to which 
these are aimed to keep racist projections in place. The wall will ensure  
that migrants are kept at a distance in squalid conditions, keeping them in 
permanent dependency and powerlessness. Keeping them out of sight and 
out of mind behind the walls bolsters the delusion that it is the migrants 
themselves who are responsible for their deprived conditions and squalor. It 
also ensures that those on the inside “know their place,” bolstering a moral 
superiority.

The imagery of a wall or fortress conveys not only the difficulties of pene
trating a demeanor that is prickly and quick to react and evacuate anxiety 
but also a mental armature that conceals the cunning tactics used to subvert 
reality and corrupt meaning. Another patient once employed an image of 
hiding from her vulnerability in an army bunker—terrors she could fend off 
delightedly by believing she could command and control everything, includ-
ing my attempts to reach her. Here, terrorist tactics are often utilized not 
only to assassinate the analyst’s concern but the patient’s collaboration in the 
therapeutic process,30 which potentially threatens to expose his or her vul-
nerability by creating a world of “alternative facts,” including racist thinking.

The vocabulary of “fake news” and “alternative facts” in recent political 
discourse depicts a longing for a return to an idealized body politic in the 
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form of a pure and uncontaminated nation-state free from imaginary intru-
sions of so-called foreigners. But there is nothing to return to; it is a myth. 
Nevertheless, it is most compelling to those who are vulnerable in society, 
who amid economic and emotional deprivation look for a way out through 
a solution that claims to offer an immediate sense of location, meaning,  
and security. This solution evacuates their anxiety through a literal cleansing 
of others, which can lead to a collapse of any curiosity and concern toward 
others.

One of the dangers in our current political climate is the crushing of curi-
osity and compassion toward others, who become the carriers of vulnerabil-
ity. In the consulting room, my patient tried to do this by attempting to get 
me to experience feelings of vulnerability and inferiority through his man-
ner of relating, in turn seeking to establish a sense of security through his 
superiority over me. It was not surprising that attempts to think with him 
and challenge some of the safety of his racist defenses were met with rage,  
as he was assessing my capacity to be both affected by him and retain my 
authority, role, and moral compass in continuing to think with him. In other 
words, despite all his bluster and noxious ways, here was a patient who had 
taken the risk of bringing himself to see me in the hope, however faint, that 
he could be emotionally reached and helped, despite the obstacles he put up.

We have witnessed in recent times a grave danger of reactionary rhetoric 
that reflects some of the flagrant displays of sadism and loss of moral com-
pass by terrorist organizations. These, like racism, aim to ensure that trian-
gulated mental and social spaces, where curiosity and concern can thrive, 
collapse into dangerous, regressive, and totalitarian spaces. This is already 
evident, given the alarming attacks on the free press and intimidation of any 
opposition or alternative points of view. The executive order of “extreme vet- 
ting” from President Trump’s administration, banning refugees and immi-
grants from Muslim-majority countries from entering the United States, 
induced chaos, persecution, and terror in the victims. At Washington-Dulles 
airport, a five-year-old Iranian boy was perceived to be a threat to national 
security.31 The current deportations taking place of Mexican “illegal” mi- 
grants, who have lived and thrived with their families in the United States 
for many years, involves parents being separated from their children on a 
mass scale.32

I suggest that an imposition of this mayhem on families may well reflect 
the chaotic or fragmented state of the current administration, which lacks 
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any internal coherence in statements or policy. Grand gestures of building 
walls may come out of desperation to split the world into “good” and “bad” 
or demarcate an “axis of evil”33 to justify moral superiority—a superiority 
that comes at the cost of human misery and prevents any acknowledgment 
of responsibility for the damage wreaked on others. Notice the effortless way 
in which the shadow of unreason disguises itself as reason in the following 
statement made by Rex Tillerson, former secretary of state, after Trump’s 
first executive order for the travel ban failed and a second ban was pursued:

To our allies and partners around the world, please understand that this order 
is part of our ongoing efforts to eliminate vulnerabilities (my emphasis added) 
that radical Islam can and will exploit for destructive ends.34

The grotesque deformation of politics in recent times sees a growing trend 
of authoritarian leaders who are using nationalist sentiments and the racist 
impulse to call upon unconscious phantasies of an idealized time, laying 
claim to a sense of belonging and certainty, pure and uncontaminated by  
the real complexities of life. However, these emotionally tempting solutions 
reflect the terrors of thinking about who or what may be discovered in en- 
gaging meaningfully with others, recognizing them as fellow human beings. 
Indeed, curiosity and empathy or concern requires a willingness to relin-
quish phantasies of omnipotence and superiority, a trajectory that demands 
moving from a two- to three-dimensional thinking that reflects psychic com-
plexity, diversity, and our common humanity. Central to these discoveries  
is a capacity to bear loss, to mourn, and to accommodate others in a shared 
social space that is not without tension, conflict, and contradictions. It is a 
lifelong struggle to learn and comprehend the complexity and limitations  
of this ordinary human reality, a development that necessarily brings about 
a quality and depth of thinking and feeling.

Unfortunately, our current political discourse about the other reflects a 
dangerous confluence between a malignant narrative of an idealized nation-
state that demands cleansing, purification, and reunion and a utopian phan-
tasy of the suicidal terrorist who dreams of oblivion as a place in heaven,  
free of unwelcome intrusions and the frustrations of life. One of the most 
challenging tasks of our times is to cultivate spaces for curiosity to thrive in 
a way that recognizes differences and similarities between us, thereby allow-
ing for human vulnerability to be tolerated without seeking to attack others. 
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This would mean “decoupling” narcissistic injury from inflammatory wishes 
served up by racist phantasies claiming to evacuate mental pain. Our willing
ness to be potent and humane witnesses, continuing to exercise the capacity 
to think, remain curious “under fire,” and expose lies or “false narratives” 
that attack a sense of concern toward others, is ultimately the ongoing hope 
for the future.
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Curious Entanglements
Opacity and Ethical Relation in Latina/o Aesthetics

Christina León

Scenes of Curiosity in the Classroom

Let me begin with a scene of pedagogy that continually motivates my work, 
both as a professor and as a scholar, in order to consider modes of curi- 
osity in relation to the position of Latina/os and latinidad in an age of grow-
ing demographic awareness. Like many Latina professors hired under the 
aegis of Latino studies, I am implicitly charged with the pedagogical task of 
teaching students about latinidad often within the limits of a term. As a 
scholar of not only latinidad but also literature and performance, I remain 
skeptical that teaching novels or art can, in fact, divulge totalizing informa-
tion about heterogeneous and ever-fluctuating peoples, even if our depart-
ments are branded as the new empathy trainers of the twenty-first century. 
With this in mind, I have fretted over a course assigned to me in my first 
year on the tenure track: “Literature of American Minorities.” Chiefly, I was 
concerned about an unintentional Epcot effect wherein I took students on  
a salacious tour that rimmed the fringes of the U.S. literary canon—one  
in which writers of color, queer writers, and marginalized voices became 
peripheral curiosities. Yet this very ethicopolitical challenge transformed 
the course into the lower-division class that I enjoy teaching and have learned 
from constantly.

As with many student-centered pedagogues, I do a survey on the first  
day of my courses in order to know my students beyond a matching of face 
to name (and later to performance). My students, who often take the class 
for a Gen Ed requirement (in this case, “Difference, Power, and Discrimina-
tion”), overwhelmingly answer the question in kind with the baccalaureate 
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core itself—that is, they come to the classroom to know about “different 
people and cultures.” I remind them that they are in a literature classroom 
and ask them how they expect literary works to achieve such high-minded 
goals. I find, though, that they are really quite curious. And, like any peda-
gogue worth her salt, I don’t want to squash this curiosity. Nonetheless, I am 
suspicious of the implicit assumption that one class based upon literature 
could teach the truth about myriad peoples. So I reroute this curiosity as  
an open one, as an ethical one. Rather than teaching them about people via 
fiction, I try to show how fiction (and aesthetics more broadly) might be  
an occasion to learn how to encounter difference without deadening it into 
broad generalizations. This class and its charge brought me to consider how 
an aesthetic form might be a way in which to communicate both singular 
experience and sociopolitical context without providing empirical evidence 
of demographics. These pedagogical scenes bring me back to my research in 
fundamentally important ways.

Curiosity, Opacity, and Latinidades

Some of what follows has been the theoretical foundation for my current 
book manuscript, “Radiant Opacity: Material, Ethical, and Aesthetic Relations 
in Latindad,” which considers the place of literature and aesthetics in regard 
to ethicopolitical engagements with difference.1 Here I linger on the ques-
tion of curiosity and how curiosity relates differently across bodies and dis-
ciplines. How might we develop an ethical approach to cultivating a curious 
aesthetic intervention rather than casting certain marked bodies and cul-
tural productions as mere curiosities—ones that can be dealt with in a week 
or tribute month? I dwell specifically in the space of minoritarian aesthetics 
broadly conceived, and Latina/o aesthetics more narrowly, in order to con-
sider the pedagogical and scholarly tasks of teaching that traffic in difference. 
While subaltern knowledge production and canon-building gestures marked 
the terrain of the late twentieth century with epistemic imperatives, I turn  
to how aesthetics and curiosity commingle in the sensorium—how the place 
of the senses, instead of discrete knowledge, might be one way to sustain an 
ethical form of curiosity and, hence, readerly encounter and relation.

This essay also adds to ongoing conversations in Latina/o studies by pro-
posing opacity, vis-à-vis the Martinican thinker Édouard Glissant, as a form 
of ethical relation to latinidad that would not need to anticipate or fully 
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know Latina/o alterity. Such an emphasis on opacity might spawn a form of 
curious engagement with aesthetics, ethics, and politics, without emphasiz-
ing the identificatory trappings of weak multiculturalism that, in form, col-
ludes with waves of recent U.S. legislation demanding legal documentation 
and encouraging racial profiling. Instead, I theorize opacity as a visual con-
cept that disrupts logics of visibility and concentrates on the textures of rela-
tion rather than producing demographic knowledge. Importantly, opacity 
allows us to stay in ethical relation to alterity without having to sediment 
difference into a domesticated realm that mimics the limiting language and 
logic of rights. Opacity, then, functions as a way to remain openly and ethi-
cally curious as a form of engagement with Latina/o aesthetic production,  
or any minoritarian aesthetic production. I am sparked by Tyson Lewis’s 
statement that approximates my own pedagogical and scholarly concerns. 
As Lewis states, “Curiosity perpetually stumbles into the void at the heart of 
the order of things and thus suspends our ability to name/identify such and 
such according to prescribed criteria—it effectively disconnects objects and 
beliefs by tripping over a detail, remnant.”2 My aim is to consider Latina/o 
studies vis-à-vis a stumbling in relation to aesthetic opacity, rather than  
the mastery demanded of area/identitarian studies, to either (1) tell us about 
all of the wrong that has been done or (2) pave the way for an unfettered, 
smooth transition to a liberatory future.

Theorists of Latina/o studies have lucidly shown that demographic homo
genization through media and the call to rally under visibility and unity  
has brought some significant gains in the political realm, but such calls also 
foreclose nuanced engagements with the multiplicity and dissonances 
within Latina/o lives and cultural production. Viewed from the vantage 
points of literary and performance studies, such politics of representation 
evoke a form of curiosity that, one might argue, is not radically curious—but 
is instead anticipatory of a priori notions of latinidad, whether through cul-
turally tourable novels or media depictions of Latina/os as religious, family  
oriented, and culturally aligned. Consider that a form of curiosity spawned by 
weak multiculturalism colludes with historical work on curiosity—tracing it 
to travel literature. Nigel Leask writes of such travel literature as an aesthet-
ics of curiosity in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, adding, 
“Curiosity was of course by no means limited to travel. . . . The term has a 
long and ambivalent history in European culture as the disposition of mind 
which desires knowledge of the world, but one which easily oversteps the 
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boundaries set by God in a Faustian show of intellectual pride.”3 Instead of 
craving a trip into exotic lands and cultures, how might we foster a mode of 
curiosity that stays curiously open—rather than demanding static and soci-
ological knowledge from aesthetic modes?

In what follows, I stumble into the tangle of questions that crop up when 
thinking about curiosity in relation to latinidad, dwelling specifically on  
the contours of our visual cultures and how they meet with a pan-ethnic 
category that is often rendered through the lens of demography. I show  
how forms of representation that purport to be transparent actually curtail 
ethicopolitical engagements with the difference of latinidad. Following this 
dilemma, I chart out how opacity might be an ethical, attendant term for 
thinking through the curious relations that encase minoritarian aesthetics 
broadly, and latinidad in particular. In order to consider this theoretical 
premise within a particular figure caught between the representations 
endemic to visual culture and the ethics of encounter, I consider how ques-
tions of curiosity might be understood through the face. I trace different 
figurations of face or faces in latinidad, showing how they’ve been used as 
both a marker of demography and as a form of aesthetic opacity. Finally, I 
reflect upon how these two poles of curiosity, the colonial urge to master 
difference and a more radically open curiosity, are necessarily entangled, both 
etymologically and materially. Rather than sanitizing or idealizing curiosity, 
the work that follows suggests that in order to do justice to cultivating an 
ethical approach to curiosity, we must be vigilant about the violences that 
have been waged under its epistemological promise. As a concomitant term 
to curiosity, this essay contends that opacity might proffer a way to keep  
asking ourselves how we curiously engage with the face of another without 
forcing it into static, flattened notions of difference.

Latinidad and the Problem of Transparency

The category of Latina/o in the United States, while fairly recent in usage, 
has sedimented into a kind of settled amnesia—wherein myriad faces unite 
under one front. Cristina Beltrán’s trenchant work in The Trouble with Unity 
poses the unity and demographic creation of a Latina/o sector as a conve-
nient and oversimplified homogenization of an otherwise diverse, frag-
mented, and contestatory set of subjects.4 She shows how the amalgamation 
that is latinidad poses itself as a sleeping giant, a leviathan, that cuts both 
ways: on the one hand, Latina/o elites have used the overarching term to 
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guarantee some semblance of rights and political purchase; on the other 
hand, conservative fear mongering has used the term to amalgamate a threat 
and wash over inherent differences. In short, both attempts at using the term 
politically invoke a giant, a giant that never seems to have gigantic agential 
access. Very real political urgencies often produce a temporal structure that 
urges shorthand categories—ones that I think can be very necessary when 
considered as a catachresis that names need rather than stagnant truths.5 Yet 
the time of ethics—of ongoing relations of reading, desire, and encounter—
can sometimes lag, or stumble, behind the demands of politics, especially 
those that seek to represent and read without much attention to nuance, 
ambivalence, or singularity. So perhaps Beltrán’s notion that calling some-
one Latino “is an exercise in opacity”6 resonates as more than just a political 
practice; it ought also to be considered ethically.

One of the major representative burdens outlined by contemporary 
Latina/o scholars is the interpellative demand for minoritarian subjects to 
be either transparent signifiers of culture or evidence of some demographic 
generalization. In Dead Subjects: Toward a Politics of Loss in Latino Studies, 
Antonio Viego links forms of ego psychologization to an assimilative proj- 
ect that promises Latina/os the wholeness and agentiality that he claims  
has dominated activism and academic writing on latinidad.7 The danger is 
that some subjects are afforded nuance while others (specifically ones that 
are marked as Others) are objectified in this lie of wholeness—made to be 
what he calls “dead signifiers.” By being called upon to present themselves as 
whole and transparent, ethnic-racialized subjects do not gain more agency—
though that seems to be the promise behind such interpellative gestures. 
Demands for transparency reduce and deaden. He writes: “There must be 
much less pretension to understanding in this regard, since ethnic-racialized 
subjectivity has suffered from too much understanding. This is not to say 
that ethnic-racialized subjectivity and experience has been understood, but 
rather to say that the project of understanding is imagined as completely 
within reach.”8 The desire for too much wholeness and too much knowledge 
becomes a kind of burden for very specific subjects, bodies, and objects, and 
such a burden is bound up with a demand for transparency.

Opacity as a Curious, Ethical Attendant Term

If, as Viego claims, transparency is a particular burden of representation or 
violence for those under the sign of latinidad (and, no doubt, many other 
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marked demographics), then reading with and for opacity may represent 
another valence, an ethical valence, through which to consider the question 
of differences in relation to one another. Opacity, for me, escapes the allure 
of an elusive negativity and the dualistic thinking it can often invoke. Like-
wise, I do not understand all transparency as necessarily nonresistant—
transparency and visibility can often lead to more democratic and account-
able forms of politics. My insistence upon opacity is not an excuse to feign 
ignorance in the face of injustice but instead a call to sustained reading,  
relationality, and encounters. Certain kinds of visibilities very much carry 
their own violences, and a lack of transparency can be an effective and nec-
essary mode of resistance to reduction. Opacity materializes as a resistance, 
an indeterminability, or a recognition of the limits of our gaze, knowledge, 
or interpretation—the kind of stumbling that marks the terrain of curiosity. 
In what follows, I chart a constellation of thought to lay out the ethical stakes 
of opacity and relationality that would resist the demands for transparency.

Thinking about and through the Caribbean at a time when political dis-
course was flooded with the promise of rights and programmatic politics, 
Francophone Martinican writer and thinker Éduoard Glissant considers the 
place of literature, and more specifically poetics, to be a realm within which 
sustained reading and encounters take place if we can hold on to relational 
difference without reducing it to transparency. Poetics becomes the place 
where, Glissant claims, “We clamor for the right to opacity for everyone.”9  
In Poetics of Relation, Glissant puts forward this “right” to precisely under-
mine a discourse of rights that needs to fully know those that it seeks to pro-
tect. Moreover, it is not an “I,” but a relational we, that clamors. “We clamor 
for the right to opacity for everyone [Nous réclamons pour tous le droit à 
l’opacité].”10 The translation of the verb réclamons as “to clamor” brings with 
it some felicitous figurations: the notion of a disparate mass that does not 
harmonize, the cacophony of a “we” that calls and demands, and the strug-
gle inherent in this almost impossible demand. The word droit—translated 
as “right” with clear connotations of legitimacy/law, also carries that which 
is not bent—an unyieldingness, an urgent and always already ethical call  
for opacity. Glissant notes that “the theory of difference is invaluable. . . .  
But difference itself can still contrive to reduce things to the Transparent.”11 
Opacity, for Glissant, is that which allows relationality to take place. He 
writes, “Opacities can coexist and converge, weaving fabrics. To understand 
these one must focus on the texture of the weave and not on the nature of its 
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components.”12 Such a weave of opacity emphasizes the textures of relation 
rather than the classification of the thread. Hence the sensorial experience  
of relation and difference is emphasized through an opacity that resists 
transparent notions of ontological parsing.

Similarly emphasizing the ethical charge of opacity and relationality, 
Judith Butler’s Giving an Account of Oneself considers the question of how 
we tell stories about ourselves and how we demand them of others.13 Butler 
postulates that the very incompleteness of one’s account of oneself, and the 
relational structure of that account through address, conjures up an ethics 
within which the subject’s primal opacity and radical relationality figure 
necessarily. Rather than a firm epistemological ground, it is a limit of know-
ing that places one in the realm of ethics. Such an ethics hinges upon the 
unknowingness that subtends relationality, encounter, and reading. More-
over, our radical relationality is necessarily enmeshed in the fact that we are 
opaque to ourselves (as we are to others). Such an ethical frame, that we  
are always given over to a relationality that marks an interdependence, moves 
Butler in her more recent work to map the relational as concomitantly the 
terrain of the aesthetic.14 Aesthetic encounters necessitate relationality—they 
are primarily sensorial, given over to impression, without ever quite hav- 
ing a firm grasp on that which we sense. We stumble. In this constellation, 
Butler links aesthetics and ethics through the relational and the sensorial—
two registers that confound, complicate, and nuance claims to veracity. But-
ler’s notions of opacity and relationality, as they pertain to autobiography 
and narrative specifically, help us to consider how Latina/o subjects are 
often called upon to “give an account” of themselves transparently through 
the demand for culturally tourable novels that explain the intense sabor of 
island food or, perhaps more materially and urgently, through increasing 
laws that demand identifying papers (which often require identification that 
bears a face) to account for the very existence of Latina/os in the United 
States. Put another way, the burden of representation commingles with the 
ruse of visibility in very specific ways for latinidad.

Face Value

It is in this terrain of visibility and representation that I would now like  
to consider the question of the face, or many faces, in relation to curiosity. 
Here, I think, we can find that the question of curiosity and how one may 
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either occasion curious looks or look curiously at another might be held  
in productive tension regarding the face-to-face encounter, an encounter 
that those marked by difference have had to learn to navigate—one wherein 
the political and ethical interweave. The face beholds another and can be 
held by the face of an Other, but so too is the face where searching eyes seek 
answers. Faces, too, often become the aesthetic representation of demo-
graphic awareness—for either conservative or progressive political means. 
As a rising demographic in the United States, latinidad is often rendered as 
an amalgamation of faces that either amass or invade. But faces often do not 
reveal much in relation to large generalizations—instead, the face-to-face 
can be a site of recognition, desire, undoing, objectification, and affective 
traffic. Before a mouth opens to utter a word, faces can communicate quite a 
lot—but that lot would not be in the register of the knowable or veracity. 
Rendered static, or statistic, the face becomes an occasion to reduce one to  
a deadened subject. In what follows, I chart curious looks that impress upon 
faces—signaling a difference between a curiosity that can respect the right to 
opacity and one that, with hubris, violently seeks transparency when look-
ing into the face of another.

Latina/os are often judged visually, through xenophobia, through fears  
of immigration, and, more liberally, for things like diversity work. Indeed, it 
should come as no surprise that the much-anticipated Norton Anthology of 
Latino Literature became the only anthology in Norton’s series to feature,  
on its cover, a panoply of faces in various shades of brown. The Latina/o face 
is more often the face of demography—the face of diversity—the face that 
we must face if we aim to do justice to shifting populations. And yet I would 
argue that the face, taken at face value, precisely demurs serious ethical, 
political, and, namely, aesthetic consideration. Such demographically minded 
forms of representation offer a face instead of a question, a face that renders 
representation as strictly and simply referential to a people. Doris Sommer 
invokes worry and caution in relation to minoritarian literature, focusing  
on moments within the texts that perform a kind of refusal to mastery or 
easy intimacy: “Worry should be part of the work, if we learn to read the 
distance written into some ethnically marked literature. A variety of rhe-
torical moves can hold a reader at arm’s length or joke at their pretense of 
mastery, in order to propose something different than knowledge.”15 It may 
seem strange to propose something different than knowledge, when much 
of the insurgent and foundational scholarly work in area studies touted 
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alternative, postcolonial, and decolonial knowledges. Yet the insistence upon 
knowledge and epistemic certainty places a burden on minoritarian cultural 
production—the burden of representation.

In this vein, Doris Sommer asks us to worry, and worry we should. We  
all know far too well that in the age of the corporate university, diversity as  
a branding technique works less for difference and more to sanitize the face 
of the university—precisely by featuring faces of color. In “The Language  
of Diversity,” a chapter in her book On Being Included: Racism and Diversity 
in Institutional Life, Sara Ahmed shows that the work of diversity is often 
achieved by the mere institutional speech act of claiming diversity. She writes, 
“My interviews with diversity workers taught me about the relationship be- 
tween words and bodies, how certain words stick to certain bodies, such that 
bodies can in turn become stuck.”16 My contention here is that representa-
tions of latinidad often use the figure of the face as a synecdoche for a demo-
graphic that could never be codified by a series of such figures. Latina/os 
seem to be precisely stuck with the face as the only form of representation.

Face or a disfigured face, according to Paul de Man, is the trope of auto-
biography, no simple genre and one that happens to be the hermeneutic 
assigned to most Latina/o cultural production—from poetry to novels to 
performance. De Man links the writing of life to death and the giving of face 
to defacement.17 In order to communicate this dual function of autobiog
raphy, de Man chooses the trope of prosopopoeia—that figure of speech 
within which an absent, dead, or fictional person is speaking. Prosopopoeia, 
which de Man describes as both a headstone and as writing from beyond  
the grave, means that while autobiography gives us a face of a life, that face 
also carries its own disfiguration—or, we might say, aesthetic morphing. In 
the interplay between face and defacement, a static notion of a demographi-
cally marked and anticipatable face is a radical reduction. When we take  
the face at face value, we afford no form or formal engagement with face. Or, 
to think with Levinas, we do not proceed with the face-to-face as the encoun-
ter, par excellence, of ethics. Instead, taking latinidad as only a panoply of 
faces renders them, as Antonio Viego would call them, dead signifiers.

Faces, too, tend to be privileged as sites of affect—as the place of com-
munication not just with tongue and mouth, linguistically. A face can also  
be the bodily site upon which emotional registers play out, perhaps articu-
lating in a different register than what language offers. In Feeling in Theory, 
Rei Terada points to the face and engages precisely with de Man’s work on 
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prosopopoeia: “The figure that bestows face, reflects his [de Man’s] pre
occupation with the shaping of information and of the emotionality of 
information processing.”18 Such information, de Man and Terada remind us, 
is delivered not without a certain kind of pathos. And in the information 
age, numbers, polls, and statistics are the name of the game. As such, faces 
frozen or taken at face value are often in a curious position vis-à-vis how we 
receive statistical values.

There is an aesthetic and affective import to the face in this age, which, 
Michel Foucault would remind us, is in the business of managing life 
through biopolitics. The difficulty or ethical dilemma we face, then, as curi-
ous subjects in the age of biopolitics (and, to be sure, necropolitics) is that 
information is not the epistemological telos—it is, more often than not, a 
signifier in a chain of signifiers that hide their relativity and, hence, their 
value. If we approach an ethical and political problem, that of difference, 
with the goal of epistemological certitude, and if we do so with the flimsy 
data of information—taken at face value—we deaden alterity. Perhaps the 
face is best read for affect, for opacity, and for things other than knowledge. 
Silvan Tomkins’s illuminating work on affect in the cybernetic fold privi-
leges the face as one of the primary sites of affect. And Rei Terada chimes in 
with this very sentiment: “The face is to visibility what the voice is to audi-
bility: of all physical surfaces, it has the greatest reputation for expressivity, 
an alleged ability to externalize invisible emotions in a virtually unmediated 
way.”19 This expressivity of the face does not divulge knowledge as such or 
information. Rather than epistemology, the face is a site of relation, affect, 
and encounter. Pathos and ethos rhetorically reign in this corporeal site, 
while logos recedes.

In the face of another, we are often curious—searching eyes, reading 
mouth gestures, and noting when to look directly and when to look away. 
These encounters are deeply felt as relational, and this may be one reason 
that Levinas privileged it as the site of ethics. The curiosity inspired by the 
face of another, though, may very much carry what philosophers in Fou-
cauldian studies have called the “violence of curiosity.” Lauren Guilmette 
signals this violence of curiosity as the affective frame of modern biopolitics.20 
Indeed, if one has any doubt about what it might mean to feel the impact of 
the violence of curiosity, just ask a trans or genderqueer person whose body, 
face, and person are constantly under scrutiny to figure them out—to pin-
point alterity. The same would go for ethnically marked folks whose color 
and phenotypes warrant unusual stares and long guessing games. Disability 
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studies too, with the seminal work of thinkers such as Rosemarie Garland-
Thomson,21 has long taught us about the effects of curious stares in relation 
to corporeal difference. Taking this focus on the violence of curiosity as an 
affective frame, especially as it is in relation to sex and biopolitics, I would 
add that critical race and postcolonial scholars have always focused on the 
colonial, racist logics that produce the ethnically or racially marked Other 
under strict categories that often discipline and scrutinize, under the aegis  
of managing life. Biopolitical imperatives often use curiosity about alterity 
as a way to produce knowledge about the problem of reproduction at the 
intersections of race, ethnicity, and sex. In these scenes where strange terms 
like “anchor babies” commingle with the precarious futures of dreamers 
with the fate of DACA (Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals), there  
is often an imperative to know the problem, to pin down numbers and bod-
ies, and to rely far too heavily upon the biopolitical imperative behind 
demographics.

But it also seems that the violence of curiosity is caught up in what feminist 
scholars have often called the gaze or scopophilia—taking pleasure in con-
suming difference optically. And here we are reminded that while Foucault 
was writing genealogies of biopolitics, he also claimed that “visibility is a 
trap.”22 Yet, much as one would like, we do not have much of a choice about 
being in a visual culture, and prelapsarian wishes that fetishize lettered cul-
tures carry their own violences. Instead, opacity might proffer a particularly 
entangled way of thinking with and around the difficulties of visual culture.23 
So then a guiding question might be: How do we curiously engage with the 
face without forcing it into false transparency or flattened difference?

One face that bears the marker of latinidad and speaks beyond the grave 
is that of Ana Mendieta. The iconic Cuban American feminist artist is best 
known for using her body markedly and centrally in the majority of her 
oeuvre. From her earth body works to the silueta series, Mendieta used her 
body as both the frame and source material of her work. While known for 
using her body as a scale, a scale that critics often commented on as being 
both small and explosive, Mendieta also made early performance pieces 
using her face. These photographs were part of a series entitled Untitled 
(Glass on Body Imprints—Face), wherein she placed a plate of plexiglass 
against various parts of her body—pressing it almost like a second lens that 
highlights the camera’s lens—noting the materiality and impact of being 
seen or being visible. In this series, this impact is notable as something that 
flattens and, through that flattening, morphs and transfigures.



Figure 10.1. Ana Mendieta, Untitled (Glass on Body Imprints), 1972. Unique suite  
of thirteen lifetime black-and-white photographs, 10 × 8 inches each. Collection 
Princeton University Art Museum, Princeton, New Jersey. Copyright the Estate of 
Ana Mendieta Collection, LLC. Courtesy of Galerie Lelong & Co.
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These early works were notably performed and documented during her 
work at Iowa University, where she earned her MFA. Mendieta landed in 
Iowa not by choice but through Operation Peter Pan. This operation was 
CIA sponsored, a series of exoduses that to date marks the largest number of 
unaccompanied minors in mass exodus: fourteen thousand in total between 
1960 and 1962. The operation preyed on the fears of Cubans on the island, 
fears stoked and fanned by both the CIA and the Catholic Church, that the 
Cuban government would enforce Patria Potestad law—their children would 
no longer be theirs to raise in accordance with their familial values versus 
the state’s values. As a result of these fears, Ana Mendieta and her sister 
made the lonely trek from Havana to Miami and then were assigned to an 
orphanage in Dubuque, Iowa. There Mendieta began her search for belong-
ing, often turning to the elements of the earth to make her early land art that 
would come to bear her materialist signature.

While Mendieta’s family had both racial and class privilege in Cuba, the 
ninety-mile stretch between her homeland and the United States functioned 
as a translation abyss in regard not just to language but also to race, ethnic-
ity, and culture. Upon arriving in the United States, she went from being 
considered white in Cuba to brown in her new, strange home. Moreover,  
the assaults she experienced, both verbal and, later, physical, were most cer-
tainly at the violent intersections of racism and sexism. No wonder, then, 
that her face told a story so many in Iowa did not want to read. Instead of 
facing alterity, they slandered her with racial epithets and sexist slurs—
usually a toxic mixture of both. With this context in mind, we can see that 
she endured not a radical, ethical curiosity, one wherein an unfamiliar face 
becomes an occasion to extend relational gestures. The siphoning of her 
person into insults that relied upon misogynist and racist stereotypes made 
her into a “dead signifier.” But rather than resigning herself to such stultifica-
tion, she defiantly used her face as both canvas and performance—rendering 
it grotesque, inquisitive, morphed, and translated. Her portraits show us that 
what seems like a transparent lens, perhaps the gaze of curiosity, can turn 
hard and make impact. Each snapshot, fascinatingly, shows a slightly differ-
ent affect or expression. Yet, as photographs, these pieces are perhaps most 
eerie because they are frozen. We see the effect of force on a face, the flatten-
ing gestures that violent gazes can produce, and we are held in thrall because 
we want the face to return back to “normal”—that is to say, expressive and 
gestural. These portraits imbue her face with the uncanny, the unhomely  
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or unfamiliar, and show that what we deem to be foreign to place and face  
is part of the same relational matrix that envelopes us. Mendieta’s photos,  
if they are autobiographical and if they do respond to the sociopolitical  
context in which she found herself, play more with the defacing effects of 
curious, but lecherous, gazes. A lecherous gaze of curiosity, then, willfully 
disavows nuance and opacity to the subject it faces—taking a marker of dif-
ference and using that codified difference to enforce a gaze that feigns trans-
parency but has the material consequence of flattening and freezing through 
its optics. Such defiance against static renderings and such interest in de- 
formation, disintegration, and the fleeting moment would mark Mendieta’s 
career up until her early, untimely death. Perhaps this ability to both capture 
moments and portray their flight is one way in which Mendieta fought back 
against the stereotypes that thought they knew her as part of a new hoard of 
invaders. Perhaps she battled with their hubristic notion that her person was 
transparently knowable by waging her own aesthetic opacity, rendering her-
self as fleeting as a facial gesture and as hard to pin down as a grain of sand 
being pulled back into the ocean.

Entangled Curiosities

Because curiosity can morph like a face, I hesitate to proffer a definition of 
curiosity here and, rather, defer to both the way it has been used and its 
multivalent effects. A turn to the etymology of the word can be telling. Curi-
osity in its modern usage comes from the middle of the fourteenth century, 
when it meant “eager to know,” often in a negative sense. It derives from  
the Old French curios, which meant solicitous, anxious, inquisitive, odd,  
and strange. This root, however, is quite entangled with the Latin curiosus, 
which means, on the one hand, careful and diligent and, on the other hand, 
eager and meddlesome. The word’s tangled roots are akin, fascinatingly, to 
cura, which would connote cure and care. In the 1800s curiosity was often a 
euphemism or code for the pornographic. It is precisely in this entangled 
weave of both linguistic and also very material histories that we see the 
dilemma of curiosity, especially as it pertains to those marked by difference. 
But I would wage that instead of trying to sanitize the term, to wash it of  
its colonial past, such roots must break and become errant. Here, in this 
tangled weave, it becomes essential that we engage with both the political 
and the ethical—two registers that may benefit from further entanglement. 
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Politics seeks to know those whom it speaks for, while ethics keeps us hum-
ble in the face of another, knowing that that face holds a resistant opacity. 
This process of fostering an ethical curiosity means immersing ourselves in 
this rhizomatic history in order to begin to do justice to difference—honing 
a curiosity in our students that remains accountable to the violence of curi-
osity. Perhaps, then, opacity might be an attendant term, one that hastens  
us to be humble in the pursuits of knowledge, to keep relation and reading 
open and to infuse our imaginaries with the unknown—not to domesticate 
or know, but to keep learning.

In such a messy weave of etymology, it seems prudent to come back to 
Glissant, who preferred to traffic in the tangles of rhizomes rather than the 
linear logic of roots. In a provocatively titled chapter, “Ethics of Entangle-
ment,” John Drabinski seeks to think about the abyssal, catastrophic origins 
of ethics and relation by putting into conversation Levinas and Glissant.24 
The entanglement, here, is the irreducibility of relationality. What does this 
mean for curiosity? Let’s take a step back to think about knowledge claims 
and the temptation of the biopolitical lure of information in the form of 
statistics, narratives, anecdotes, and numbers. What sort of knowledge is 
produced through these various means? They are, to be sure, incompatible 
in many ways with the aesthetic insofar as they pinpoint, manage, and try  
to grasp life. Such a seizure or grasp is the very thing Glissant seeks to undo 
with his notion of opacity, that right to which we clamor for all. In reflecting 
upon Poetics of Relation, Drabinski writes: “Seizing and grasping figure in 
the act of knowledge of what is and has long been political and cultural prac-
tice under colonialism. But there is also the composition of knowing and 
contact outside that totalitarian economy, a sense of relation that keeps the 
opacity of the Other safe without insisting upon simple separation.”25 Simple 
separation, of course, would be the privilege of unknowing—the kind of 
austerity and purity assigned to others for whom folks with privilege cannot 
speak and, hence, do not consider. That kind of fetishized alterity ultimately 
washes the hands of those who are not marked in such a way. Instead, we 
follow Drabinski, who follows Glissant: “Opacity, contact, then composition. 
The composition of knowing in a composite cultural context crafts meaning 
in the imaginary—that precarious aesthetic sphere of knowing and being 
that structures a relation to the world—out of fragments of the past and 
present that bear no atavistic relation to rooted memory and history.”26 The 
emphasis on the imaginary is part of the world-making that comes from the 
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abyssal histories from which relation emerges. The imaginary is the poetic 
vision of the open boat, the ability to foreground relation over seizure, and 
the urgent call to take stock of messy, often fissured, pasts. Such a relation-
ship asks for the poetic vision of imagination over the colonial project of 
knowing, instead emphasizing chaos, echo, and totality—the three forms of 
worlding Glissant theorizes. The imaginary requires that we not only rest on 
firm knowledge claims but also give ourselves over to aesthetic relation, to 
the impressionability of the senses. This enfolds us in relation, making the 
subject and object split of both impression and imagination hard to discern. 
I would wager that this is when reading truly begins.

The issue of entanglement urges us to recall the problem of curiosity in 
the classroom and how to foster reading practices that respect the singular-
ity of difference. Curiosity can be used as a means to further ethical rela-
tions, readerly and otherwise. It can, as we have seen, be used as a catalyst  
for more colonial knowledge projects. It is inescapable that these two facets 
of curiosity are linked, entangled, and embody the enmeshment of political 
and ethical urgencies. On the one hand, we need subaltern knowledge and 
voices. On the other, we learn little from them when we turn them into 
objects of mere curiosity—the collection of Orientalist tapestries and per-
fumes captured in Dorian Gray’s house or the heads of game animals stuffed 
in Hemingway’s den. Politics demands representation, and ethics slows us 
down in the face of representation. It is these two, incongruent temporali- 
ties that make teaching minoritarian aesthetics at once incredibly important 
and difficult.

Acknowledging the difficulty of such a task, I ask students to engage with 
the sociopolitical context of a piece while also attending to the nuances of 
the aesthetic choice, with careful attention to form and with the same eye 
they would give to supposed canonical writers. Teaching students to read  
for opacity in the classroom does not mean encouraging all things obfuscat-
ing, nor does it open the floodgates to purple prose.27 Instead, it reminds 
them that the task of reading may not always be “to get it”—or, as Glissant 
would say, “to seize it.” Our work in the literary classroom, as well as many 
humanities- and social justice–based classrooms, may not be primarily about 
accruing knowledge linearly, in a way that adds up to mastery. It may, 
instead, require that students learn to sit with the discomfort of unknowing, 
to be in relation to a complexity that is always unfolding and never complete. 
The pedagogical payoff here is that teaching students to sit with and learn 
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from opacity—to stay in relation without fully knowing—asks them to be 
humble, to be students. What leaves the classroom, as they begin to learn 
that I do not require mastery, is the profound anxiety that surrounds all that 
they do not yet know, all that they fear others know. What rushes in, in the 
form of careful, conversational, and close engagement with texts, art, theory, 
and histories, is a cacophony of voices responding to aesthetics from minor-
ities. Reading curiously for opacity may be a scholarly practice of humility 
that students, interpellated as consumers and churned out as workers, sel-
dom get afforded in their lives. While it seems rather risky to teach with  
an attunement to opacity in the classroom, I find that if students can trust 
themselves enough to let go of the pretense of mastery, they relax into the 
terrain of thought and aesthetics that traffics less in easy answers and more 
in the curious quagmire that surrounds us all. If students, then, are allowed 
to be students, allowed to not know every identitarian category or minority 
difference before discussion or before sustained encounters, then the work 
of reading can begin and the work of imagination can begin. If we learn to 
teach with an attention to opacity, to the moments in a text, history, work  
of art, or performance that push us out, that draw our attention to the sen
sorial (and not just the empirical), that, to be sure, entangle us in relation, 
perhaps then we have begun to do justice to our pedagogical task.

It is in entanglement and relation that curiosity would be best sustained—
paying heed to the “texture of the weave” and not just using curiosity as a way 
to more fully discover, and conquer, the unknown. By emphasizing that any 
work on curiosity must stay vigilant about the violences waged in its name, 
I do not mean to discard the project of curiosity. Rather, making curiosity 
more accountable to its pursuits and more invested in ongoing relation, we 
might foster an ethical approach to curiosity. In its distillations as an affective 
and ethical mode that does promote learning, we might ask our students to 
interact with texts in ways that keep us asking more and more questions, 
rather than statically finding answers. The aesthetic, when emphasized in rela-
tion to minority positions and politics, might be one place to curiously cul-
tivate questions rather than seek static, demographically minded answers.

I want to insist on a humble, yet overlooked, form of curious engagement 
with latinidad—one that attends to curiosity not as a strong colonial gaze 
but the kind of engagement that looks for surprise, for detail, for form, for 
aesthetics—and, perhaps, an aesthetic education of radical and ethical curi-
osity. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak highlights the aesthetic realm as a space 
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within which to continue to consider opacity—something akin to the irre-
ducibility of singularity and the contingent. She writes:

The most pernicious presupposition today is that globalization has happily 
happened in every aspect of our lives. Globalization can never happen to the 
sensory equipment of the experiencing being except insofar as it always was 
implicit in its vanishing outlines. Only an aesthetic education can continue  
to prepare us for this, thinking an uneven and only apparently accessible con-
temporaneity that can no longer be interpreted by such nice polarities as 
modernity/tradition, colonial/postcolonial. Everything begins there, in that 
space that allows us to survive in the singular and the unverifiable, surrounded 
by the lethal and lugubrious consolations of rational choice.28

In Spivak’s work I find resonance with the spirit of Eve Sedgwick’s late  
work that emphasized relational and reparative modes of art and reading. 
Such energies move us away from ideological critique in order to devote less 
in scholarly attention to paranoid critique and strong theory that seeks to 
explain the globe through the anticipatory hermeneutics of capitalism and 
neoliberalism.29 By introducing opacity into the promising work of curios-
ity, I hope to conjure an attendant term that keeps the space of curious rela-
tion open, entangled in the pleasures afforded by tending to, rather than 
glossing over, the moments where difference does not fully reveal itself. It 
seems to me that opacity can function here as an ethical imperative in rela-
tion to curiosity—one that keeps curiosity open instead of curating a curio 
of difference—a boutique of carefully placed and easily dismissed curiosi-
ties. As such, we have much to learn about latinidad as it continues to unfold 
in the theater of our political world, our classrooms, our readings, and our 
everyday, textured sensorium.
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Transsexuality, the  
Curio, and the Transgender 

Tipping Point
Amy Marvin

Or, you know. In my Sybil Vane.
I made great plans to be bratty all week
but at least a divorcée in a whatever
apartment where I have already let
the coffee burn for myself to clean
after a change of mask and costume,
a salon confessional, a CfP. There’d have been
gloves and buttons involved
piles of shirts to come on
spontaneous or world-historical underboob
no teaching and minimal committee work
I mean it like a flood alert.
A paragon, like
I’d fuck me.
—“Self-portrait as a Karen,” by Kay Gabriel, from Elegy Department Spring

Curiosity and the Transgender Tipping Point

Trans subjects, and I employ the term “subjects” with a purposeful bivalence 
to signify both “topics of concern” and “individuals of concern,” have re- 
ceived renewed attention and visibility during these tumultuous 2010s. At 
the level of mass cultural curiosity, the notion that trans people could be 
sympathetic or even to some extent respectable, already indicated by the 
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move from media venues such as Jerry Springer to the less carnivalesque 
platform of Oprah in the 2000s, was solidified through the phenomenon of 
the “Transgender Tipping Point” via Time Magazine in 20141 and the spec-
tacle of Caitlyn Jenner’s transition in 2015.2

Both media events were framed with a similar narrative: first, that “trans” 
was a phenomenon not receiving due attention until recently; second, that 
“trans” presented a set of up-and-coming social issues and possibilities for 
progress as a cutting-edge social movement; third, that visibility, media, and 
specific (nameable and photographable) voices are its vanguard; and fourth, 
that this movement faces a threat from entrenched gender norms and insti-
tutions, including specific resistance from traditional or conservative views 
and policies and perhaps a number of skeptical feminists. The general mes-
sage relayed to the public by mass culture is that “trans” is located at the 
cutting-edge of concern across multiple fronts, finally arriving and coming 
into its own as a movement, and capable of great progress through renewed 
sympathetic public curiosity.

Public curiosity often frames visibility as a positive force, but visibility  
for trans people is frequently ambivalent. In Talia Bettcher’s “Evil Deceivers 
and Make-Believers,” she emphasizes that visibility for trans people is accom-
panied by negations of gender/sex credibility or even heightened violence.3 
Viviane Namaste also emphasizes that the production of trans visibility 
according to gender in the abstract can render the needs of specific popula-
tions of trans people invisible, including trans refugees, migrants, sex work-
ers, drug users, poor trans people, and homeless trans people.4 It is thus 
important not to ascribe public curiosity to any clear good for trans people, 
since structurally the visibility of trans populations may be accompanied by 
heavy politicization, exclusion, and violence, frequently at the intersections 
of misogyny, racism, xenophobia, economic inequality, and the disenfran-
chisement of sex workers in society.

While a mass cultural awareness and curiosity about trans people has 
marked some institutional changes, such as a tenuous lifting of some restric-
tions for passport gender marker changes in the United States and increased 
institutional support for gender-neutral bathrooms, violence (both physical 
and economic) continues to be directed toward vulnerable trans populations 
such as economically disenfranchised trans women of color, trans women sex 
workers, and trans people with precarious housing situations. For example, 
being careful to note the decontextualization and appropriation of violently 



190	 Amy Marvin

murdered transfeminine people of color,5 the increased visibility and policy 
changes of the 2010s did not prevent the disproportionate levels of violence 
and murder against specific trans populations (mostly trans women and 
transfeminine people from South America and, in the United States, black 
trans women) in 2017.6

Increased mass curiosity about trans people may thus address issues for 
specific populations of trans people, such as codifying proper name, pronoun, 
and terminology recognition as well as legal, more inclusive bathroom access 
in certain workspaces and public spaces, but this may only benefit trans 
people who have not already been shut out of them. The kind of trans activ-
ism that achieves attention and visibility risks disproportionately benefiting 
specific populations of white middle-class or affluent trans professionals and 
college students, or others who can match what Dan Irving calls “the media-
tion of transsexuality through capitalist productive relations,”7 as the hand  
of activism as visibility passes by populations of trans people considered 
outside the graces of economic and societal use. Though the current moment 
of visibility, attention, and a seemingly more friendly curiosity may seem 
like progress, I approach it with healthy suspicion.

Beyond the tenuous causal link between attention, visibility, curiosity, and 
trans amelioration, let alone trans amelioration across differences, height-
ened attention and visibility can bring unwanted or even dangerous results. 
The ocular lens of the transgender tipping point may bring attention to trans 
people in ways that are reductive and exploitative, and already the increasing 
degree to which conservative platforms have explicitly listed policies against 
trans people marks a backlash against the media’s call for attention and accep-
tance. The Kansas Republican Party, for example, in February 2018, voted for 
an explicit platform to “oppose all efforts to validate transgender identity” at 
the state level.8

In this essay I consider the grounds of my suspicion about post-transgender 
tipping point curiosity, especially when public interest in trans subjects 
seems to originate from an unprecedented place of acceptance. Specifically, 
I focus on a product I call “the curio” and a process of production I call 
“curiotization.” First, I unpack the curio as an object that is alienated from its 
context, history, and world, and through this removal becomes intensified  
as a site of curiosity. I then describe curiotization as the process through 
which people or groups of people become intensified subjects of curiosity. 
After tracing an implicit concern about curiosity in existing trans studies,  
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I read the song “Walk on the Wild Side,” alongside María Lugones’s discus-
sion of world traveling, as an example of curiotization. After this I turn to 
contemporary examples of curiotization in mass media journalism about 
trans women breastfeeding and the framework of the transgender tipping 
point. I conclude that one way that cultural production can attempt to avoid 
curiotization is through more complex, particular, contextual, and histori-
cized engagements with trans subjects.

The Curio

Having grown up frequenting museums and spending much time with 
eclectic people in their homes, the first thing I think of when I hear the word 
“curio” is an object set before me to engage my attention or even fascination. 
A sapphire-encrusted beetle pinned behind a display cabinet, a grinning mask 
beset by daggers hanging on the wall, a circuited metal bird surrounded by 
a cube of glass, a human skull resting on a coffee table; each of these might 
draw me in as magnets of my curiosity, calling me to ask, inquire, converse, 
or give silent attention. Such curiosity may be open to surprise and wonder, 
and the manner of presentation does not necessarily bring me to controlled, 
disciplined, academic consideration as in the case of what Perry Zurn calls 
“serious curiosity” (See Zurn, this volume). Indeed, eclectic objects pre-
sented before me seem more likely to elicit the curiosity that Zurn refers to 
as “frivolous,” since I am likely to have no continuing stake in giving atten-
tion and discussion to the odd mummified rabbit paw or moose-antlered 
tiara gracing your study. However, a carefully crafted conversation, story,  
or museum exhibit can more finely hone my curiosity about objects beyond 
a frivolous engagement by providing further narrative and context, and per-
haps even carry over my curiosity to more sustained forms of interest. The 
curio is thus initially an object that elicits variable attention productive of 
multivalent curiosities, but tending toward a frivolous or at least noncom-
mittal mode.

It is also useful to note that, along with the potential for a frivolous curi-
osity, the curio itself is often presented through an alienation from living 
context, history, and world. One easy mistake might be to call any decora-
tion that could lead to a conversation a curio, perhaps a book placed on the 
coffee table featuring possums wearing various adorable hats, or a reference 
to more immediate mass culture, say, if I were to have a replica of Wonder 
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Woman’s shield hanging in my office. Another mistake might be to equate 
the curio with a form of kitsch or ironic or absurd décor. For example, I cur-
rently have an obnoxious red painting of a rooster hanging in my living 
room that I purchased for five dollars at a yard sale just because people find 
it absurd or dreadful or amusing. The curio, on the other hand, is removed 
from its time and space and world, but its dislocation is precisely that which 
elicits the onlooker’s curiosity. It is also possible that what is not a curio for 
me, like the rooster painting, could very well be a curio for you, and vice versa.

This is one reason why the phenomenon of the curio often participates  
in the exoticization and appropriation of colonialism and Orientalism.9 A 
white person vacations in New Orleans and purchases a “voodoo doll” for 
their shelf, alienated from its cultural context but nonetheless eliciting curi-
osity from houseguests. A museum displays hieroglyphic tablets that have 
been stolen from non-Western cultures through colonialist excavation, beset 
by a neat stand with a placard. Placed adjacent to a mummified cat, once  
a living person’s revered companion, both displays might be arranged to  
create a helpful walkway for museum visitors for the convenience of their 
curiosity. Trans poet and minister Elena Rose connected this form of exoti-
cization via collection with trans dehumanization in her 2006 poem “On 
Cartography and Dissection,” writing:

And there it is: you’re illuminated in a manuscript, a centaur, a Celestial, an 
Eskimo, a manticore, an autogynephiliac. You’re made of stories, and your 
own voice is generally drowned out by them. You’re a Monster, and it ain’t your 
Here to Be in any more. You’re the one brown kid in someone else’s town. 
You’re the transsexual etherized upon the table. Monsters aren’t in their own 
stories; they’re in someone else’s, some Center’s, some subject’s object.10

The curio, whether object or human, evokes its life, time, and place only 
through its extraction into the collectors’ world.

Another important clarification is that the curio does not need to be 
alienated from the past; it can also draw an onlooker’s curiosity when pulled 
from a present or future world. Consider, for example, the Mütter Museum 
in Philadelphia, which displays medical oddities in the form of surgical 
utensils, preserved body parts, bones, and entire remains. Exhibits include 
the Soap Lady, an entire body preserved through body fat decomposing into 
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a waxy substance, as well as cutting-edge medical devices used for spinal 
surgery. The Mütter Museum is in this way not so different from traveling 
Body Worlds exhibits, which display human and nonhuman bodies pre-
served through the process of plastination.11

While the bodies housed in the Mütter Museum or Body Worlds do har-
ken back to the past in the form of the history of medicine and the history of 
these particular bodies, their alienation from life also produces fascination 
about human bodies and their many possible variations and transforma-
tions in the present. Despite evoking this fascination, however, they are not 
set up with much interest to the world of the person preserved. Relatedly,  
the creators of the Body Worlds exhibits, Angelina Whalley and Gunther 
von Hagens, state, “Body Worlds exhibitions were conceived to educate the 
public about the inner workings of the human body and to show the effects 
of healthy and unhealthy lifestyles.”12 These exhibits may evoke what Zurn 
calls “morbid curiosity,” which fetishizes pain and involves “an empty gaze, 
intent on seeing yet without any interest in understanding.”13 They may also 
admit to a more complex curiosity about human embodiment and health in 
the present, though it would be wise to inquire further into the meaning of 
“unhealthy lifestyles.”

In addition to curios pulled from the present, we might consider curios 
that call forth an as-yet unrealized future. One example is the futuristic 
curios housed at Epcot, or Experimental Prototype Community of Tomor-
row, in the Walt Disney World theme park. Walt Disney described Epcot as 
“a community of tomorrow that will never be completed but will always be 
introducing and testing and demonstrating new materials and systems.”14 
Accordingly, Epcot has a section called Future World, which focuses on 
these new technologies. One popular Disney tourism website advertises, 
“Through a combination of hands-on activities and fantastic attractions, 
you’ll find exhibits that focus on ocean life, the land and our environment, 
imagination, health, energy, communication, space exploration, and trans-
portation.”15 With its futuristic aesthetic, the park is designed to showcase 
both current and future technology, often in the form of interactive displays 
for children. The objects hail from the future and often the cutting-edge  
of the present, and sometimes an imagined future projected from our past. 
However, their removal from the context of their actual development and 
future possibilities marks them as curios, drawing attention to the future from 
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which they are pulled only through their alienation into the theme park’s 
manicured present.

Though the curio is alienated from its living context, the remnants of its 
world and history imbue the object with its curious character. It is marked  
as out of place and out of time, and through this rupture draws curiosity  
into its orbit. This curiosity may tend toward the frivolous but may also 
admit to serious consideration, inspire cultural production, or serve as a 
curiosity that expands beyond the object toward broader horizons. Going 
beyond the curios of Future World, Disney captures and markets a more 
explicit transition from curio to broader curiosity in The Little Mermaid: 
“I’ve got gadgets and gizmos a-plenty / I’ve got whozits and whatzits galore / 
You want thingamabobs? I’ve got twenty! / But who cares? No big deal, I 
want more.”16 The curiosity that the curio attracts may be multivalent and 
open to new horizons even as it continues to depend on an alienated and 
easily reduced object.

Trans Curiotization

Now that I have discussed presentations of both objects and the preserved 
dead as curios, I will focus on curiotization. Curiotization is the process of 
transfiguration into a curio that is focused on groups of people, and often 
living ones at that. Returning directly to the subject of curiosity about trans 
people, much of trans studies literature discusses the ways that trans people 
(and historically transsexuals) have been objectified by nontrans media and 
researchers. As a note of clarification before I launch into this discussion, I 
often focus on transsexuality due to the historical precision of the term in 
relation to the particular curiotizing processes I am discussing. However,  
I generally understand “trans” to be a messy pluralism of gender nonconfor-
mity but also gender conformity, changes of sex, similar politicization of 
bodies, and so forth, converging in complicated ways across time and space. 
First, I will emphasize that trans studies has long been invested in the rela-
tionship between trans people and curiosity. Second, I will show how con-
sidering curiotization is specifically useful for the post–“transgender tipping 
point” moment.

In her book Whipping Girl, Julia Serano argues that media and academics 
have often focused on transsexual women’s bodies as an objectified means to 
an entertaining or theoretically useful end. Serano traces one aspect of this 
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practice to media, which objectifies transsexual women (and often trans-
sexual men) by drawing out the audience’s fascination with body transfor-
mation, surgery, and femininity.17 On the other side of this coin is what 
Serano calls “ungendering,” through which academics cite transsexual bod-
ies as theoretical devices for showcasing the subversion, deconstruction, and 
inconsistencies of gender and sex without taking into account the lived 
experience of transsexual people.18

Serano is primarily concerned about the erasure of lived experience,  
writing, “By reducing us to the status of objects of inquiry, cissexuals free 
themselves of the inconvenience of having to consider us living, breathing 
beings.”19 This concern also relates to the processes through which trans 
people are transformed into objects of curiosity. For example, one aspect  
of media portrayals that Serano discusses is the uneven attention given to 
medical transition as a dramatic and “artificial” transformation, in contrast 
to other medical procedures and changes in appearance.20 Additionally, 
when Serano discusses academic critiques of trans people, she is interested 
in the ways critics approach the subject without due care. Serano cites Ber-
nice Hausman as manifesting anti-trans academic curiosity par excellence. 
Hausman in her 1995 book Changing Sex writes:

No matter how much I applied myself to the task [of my dissertation], most  
of my thoughts on the issue seemed uninspired, boring, even obvious. . . . I 
inadvertently found texts that dealt with transsexualism. Now that was really 
fascinating. For about six months I read anything and everything I could find 
about crossdressing and sex change. I attended a national conference for trans-
vestites and transsexuals. . . . The possibilities for understanding the construc-
tion of “gender” through an analysis of transsexualism seemed enormous and 
there wasn’t a lot of critical material out there.21

Though Serano is concerned about objectification and the erasure of lived 
experience, this also involves an interest in the processes through which trans 
people are produced as a focus of the attention and visibility of curiosity, and 
the ways in which this mode of curiosity transforms transsexual subjects in 
media and academic knowledge production. Serano’s concerns, along with 
Viviane Namaste’s focus on the erasure of transsexual women’s lives by doc-
tors, academics, and institutions,22 and Jamison Green’s experience of being 
seen “as a frog” while answering questions on university panels about his life 
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as a transsexual man,23 strike me as concerns with becoming the subject of 
curiosity.

A focus on the process of curiotization, and the transfiguration of trans 
people into curios, is useful because it highlights the effects of curiosity  
in shepherding the process of objectifying, ungendering, and annihilating 
lived experience that Serano and other writers discuss when reflecting on 
non-trans cultural production about trans people. While it is important  
to directly discuss this objectification and the erasure of lived experience, I 
find it interesting to also focus on the modes of curious attraction through 
which non-trans people are brought into our orbit, and I suggest that curios-
ity affects personal interactions with and cultural productions about us. One 
might be tempted to call trans people tools of the media or thesis puppets, 
signifying the purposeful reduction of trans people into a mere means for 
various entertainment or academic ends, but this frames non-trans people 
as too diabolically cognizant of the effects of their curiosity, attention, and 
fascination with trans people. Rather, I want to suggest that the frequent 
curio status of trans people often attracts non-trans people to us in ways 
they may not understand, even as the results of their curiosity are conve-
nient for cultural production, careers, and/or pursuing their desires for us.

Another reason to focus on curiosity is because earlier critiques of de- 
humanization and objectification in trans studies may be limited when con-
sidering heightened interest in this post–tipping point moment if they do 
not foreground the ways in which different groups of trans people are sub-
jected to curiosity in different ways over time. If the “transgender tipping 
point” does indeed mark a new moment for trans people, it may also bring a 
new form of curiotization based on new paradigms of acceptance and result-
ing contestations of trans lives.

A form of curiotization I find useful to highlight in the context of trans 
acceptance is an older one from trans history, but it stands out as useful for 
understanding the complexities of trans people functioning as curios. Con-
sider the following lyrics: “Holly came from Miami F L A / Hitchhiked her way 
across the U S A / Plucked her eyebrows on the way / Shaved her legs and then 
he was a she.”24 You may recognize these lyrics from Lou Reed’s 1972 song 
“Walk on the Wild Side.” This song is not dissimilar from others such as “Lola” 
(1970) by the Kinks and the less redeemable “Dude Looks Like a Lady,” 
released by Aerosmith in 1987. Lou Reed was a key member of the Velvet 
Underground, a band that, like Andy Warhol, is famous for inhabiting the 
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“underground” of New York City. In this context, their cultural production 
was largely based on using their experience seeking and hanging out with the 
dispossessed and outcasts of New York as a fount for their music. Defending 
the song from charges of transphobia, Reed’s friend and backup singer Jenni 
Muldaur asserted:

Lou was open about his complete acceptance of all creatures of the night. . . . 
That’s what that song’s about. Everyone doing their thing, taking a walk on the 
wild side. I can’t imagine how anyone could conceive of that [being trans
phobic]. The album was called Transformer. What do they think it’s about?25

This defense of the song is also a clue toward its role in curiotization, and 
this specific mode of curiotization is helpful for understanding the post-
transgender tipping point curiosity.

To better understand curiotization in this context, I turn to María Lugones’s 
essay “Playfulness, ‘World’-Travelling, and Loving Perception.” In her essay 
Lugones defines a “world” as “inhabited at present by some flesh and blood 
people,” which is inclusive of the dead. “Worlds” are multiple, and some 
“worlds” may take the form of a “dominant culture’s description and con-
struction of life, including a construction of their relationships of produc-
tion, of gender, race, etc.,” as well as nondominant constructions.26 Lugones 
is thus emphasizing that people can take differing and multiple situated per-
spectives, and also that people can be differently constructed and perceived 
across these “worlds” even as they might travel between them.

In this context Lugones discusses arrogant perception and loving per
ception, building upon the work of Marilyn Frye. Lugones grounds her 
description of arrogant perception in a reflection on her relationship with 
her mother, writing, “I could not identify with her, I could not see myself  
in her, I could not welcome her world.”27 In contrast, Lugones emphasizes 
that a loving perception does not involve such an isolated, independent 
comportment toward another. Continuing her reflection, she writes, “Lov-
ing my mother also required that I see with my mother’s eyes, that I go into 
my mother’s world, that I see both of us as we are constructed in her world, 
that I witness her own sense of herself from within her world.”28 Arrogant 
perception in its independence cannot fathom the other’s world, while lov-
ing perception considers their world on its own terms, centering not only 
this difference but also connections across difference.
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I understand curiotization to be a failure of attempted world traveling 
that is in some ways distinct from Marilyn Frye’s definition of arrogance 
upon which Lugones builds,29 but it shares an inability to reach the other. 
With objects, I described their removal from time and place and world, a 
removal that generates a particular form of curiosity. With people, I will 
home in on the meaning and process of this removal in more detail.

Let’s return to “Walk on the Wild Side.” The song provides a framed  
snapshot of gay and trans life in New York City during the early 1970s, and 
in this way marks a time and place. The phrase “Walk on the Wild Side,” too, 
evokes an attention to and fascination with the characters in the song, draw-
ing in curiosity about their “underground” status as “creatures of the night,” 
in Muldaur’s words. In this way, we might even interpret the song as an 
attempt at loving perception, and indeed Lou Reed, like David Bowie, was 
one of very few men even to this day who will admit to loving and being 
loved by trans women. But in presenting the characters as sources of fasci
nation, the song also strips away their living context. We are pulled in to 
wonder about their world, but not in order to actually see ourselves from the 
vantage points of that world, or really understand it in careful, particular, 
and historical complexity. “Walk on the Wild Side,” like the “Future World” 
instruments at the Epcot center, presents its characters as beacons of inter- 
est in their little “underworld” but never adds texture to this world. In this 
way, curiotization represents the transformation of a person or group of 
people into subjects of curiosity but at the risk of dissolving their living  
context and history. The curiotizing subjects flirt with loving perception 
while peering through a fascinated but walled-off looking glass similar to 
arrogant perception.

The reason why I find this process of curiotizing through cultural pro-
duction interesting to look at, in addition to earlier critiques of objectifica-
tion and erasure such as those found in the work of Serano and many others, 
is that the current and post-“transgender tipping point” moment constructs 
itself as extending sympathy, understanding, and respectfulness toward 
trans people in a way that is likely to change the modes of curiosity directed 
toward trans subjects. In this context, I find it useful to consider how the 
combination of increased attention and visibility along with curious good-
will may lead to failed understandings through the alienation from living 
context, history, and world represented by the curio.
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Curiotization and Tipping Points

The fact that “Walk on the Wild Side” is a song, and thus necessarily cur-
tailed, may lead to some sympathy for the limitations of its medium. Con-
sidering more recent moments of curiotization in the post–tipping point era 
is thus useful for elaborating contemporary nuances. To do this I will take  
up an example of mass media journalism curiotizing trans women breast-
feeding before I move to the larger mass culture curiotization produced by 
the transgender tipping point.

In the post–tipping point moment, journalists often portray “trans” as a 
cutting-edge topic. Though anti-trans journalism persists during “trans 
moments,” often in a dialectic with assertions of progress, many journalists in 
the 2010s aim for more sympathetic coverage. Despite increasing neutral or 
positive coverage of trans issues, non-trans journalists still frequently cover 
trans subjects through a process of curiotization. For example, in February 
2018 news broke internationally about a trans woman who breastfed her 
baby under clinical supervision. The news was based on a report published 
in the journal Transgender Health a month before by Tamar Reisman and Zil 
Goldstein, who wrote of a clinic treatment, “We believe that this is the first 
formal report in the medical literature of induced lactation in a transgender 
woman.”30 While this was by far not the first instance of trans women breast-
feeding (including with medical supervision), let alone lactating in general, 
the authors made sure to clarify this was the first published formal report.

Newspaper articles, however, took the notion of a “first formal report” and 
distorted it beyond reality to assert that this was the first time that a trans 
woman had ever breastfed, some cases even going so far as to suggest that 
trans women had never lactated prior to this moment. The UK’s Daily Mail 
was one of the first newspapers to report the story, with the headline “Trans-
gender Woman Becomes First in the World to Breastfeed for Six Weeks after 
DIY Hormone Therapy and Breast Pumping.”31 Other newspapers followed 
suit with similarly distorted titles: “Transgender Woman Becomes First in 
World to Breastfeed Baby” from London’s Evening Standard,32 “In First, Trans-
gender Woman Able to Breastfeed” from India’s English-language Deccan 
Chronicle,33 and “Transgender Woman Becomes First to Breastfeed Baby” in 
the New York Post.34

It is important to note that most news articles on the subject were presented 
in a neutral or even positive light, centering the (unidentified) thirty-year-old 
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trans woman as a woman, referring to her with correct pronouns, and de- 
scribing her experience as that of a mother wanting to care for her child. 
Thus it might be tempting to critique the news headlines and stories on the 
grounds of bad journalism in the mode of inaccuracy rather than transpho-
bia. However, several elements conspire in this context to produce curiotiza-
tion, even as they frame a trans woman breastfeeding as an advancement or 
progress.

First, the headlines present the preservative care of a trans woman breast-
feeding as if it emerged ex nihilo through some novel development in medi-
cal technologies. While the New York Times featured the more nuanced 
headline “Transgender Woman Breast-Feeds Baby after Hospital Induces 
Lactation,” it still frames this as a novel or futuristic moment, arguing, “If 
confirmed in wider studies, the regimen could represent a next major stage 
in transgender parenthood.”35 The articles largely do not include conversa-
tions or comments from trans women beyond the published essay, which 
has a trans woman coauthor but does not discuss trans women beyond the 
specific case.

If journalists had spoken with more trans women, they may have learned 
that trans women have already breastfed with and without the supervision 
of doctors and that lactation in trans women, while not common, is cer-
tainly not an unprecedented or even novel event. By sensationalizing the 
publication about trans women breastfeeding as its first novel occurrence,  
as if it were a sudden feat of future tech, the authors displace trans women’s 
bodies and their capabilities from trans women as an embodied commu- 
nity of knowers. While this distortion may rouse the curiosity of non-trans 
readers who do not know any better, the journals are using their narrative 
frame of trans progress to court public curiosity by paving over knowledge 
and experiences shared among trans women that have not yet entered mass 
media print.

The journalist narrative of a trans woman breastfeeding as a novel medi-
cal development also curiotizes trans women’s bodies as a product of futur-
istic science. In an article on breastfeeding as a trans woman, written for 
Seattle’s The Stranger in June 2017, Dana Fried commented on the framing of 
trans women’s breasts as unreal or artifice, writing:

There’s a weird but surprisingly common notion that trans women’s breasts 
aren’t “real.” When I told people about my plan to breastfeed, the most common 



	 Transsexuality and the Transgender Tipping Point	 201

reaction from both laypeople and medical professionals was “Wait, you can do 
that?” But had I not mammary glands? If you filled me with prolactin, would I 
not leak?36

Fried rightly points out that, in addition to the objectification of trans  
women’s bodies discussed by Serano, our bodies are also often reduced to 
hypermedicalized and artificialized curios. Instead of acknowledging the 
continuum of hormones shared across men’s, women’s, and nonbinary bod-
ies, as well as the shared hormonal situation across cis and trans bodies, the 
journalists choose to instead alienate trans women’s bodies as especially 
constructed and futuristic. Like the constructed binary between men and 
women, “cis” and “trans” exists as more of a continuum than any barriered 
split, but this actuality is occluded through contemporary mass media curi-
otization. This is the displacement through which public curiosity about 
trans women breastfeeding is produced.

The displacement of trans experience in the name of curiotization is also 
carried out in mass culture through the specularization of history encour-
aged by the “transgender tipping point” narrative. The declaration of the 
mid-2010s as a transgender tipping point fixates the consideration of trans 
history upon the present as a moment of progress while equating trans  
progress with mass cultural visibility. This framework also dismisses other 
moments in trans history, including earlier moments of trans visibility in 
mass culture, as mere stages along the path to the present.

If we consider other moments of mass culture trans curiotization, includ-
ing the cultural moment that gave rise to “Walk on the Wild Side” in the  
’70s and the attention given to Christine Jorgensen as a famous transsex- 
ual in the ’50s, it is important to consider how these moments of visibility 
phase in and out. As Riley Snorton argues, these moments and their his- 
tory are also specularized based on whiteness, with black trans people forced 
into the underside of representation to concretize white trans figures such  
as Jorgensen.37 Given these moments of attention, one might worry that  
the “tipping” implied in the transgender tipping point is but a seesaw, arc- 
ing between erasure and skewed mass cultural visibility, while distorting 
prior histories for the sake of fascination and a sense of curious forward 
movement. Given the continued failure of schools to educate students about 
trans lives and trans history, it thus may be unsurprising if mass cultural 
trans awareness turns out to involve a goldfish memory optics in which 
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trans subjects are intensified, distorted, and forgotten according to non-
trans whims.

Considering the politics of curiosity also helps explain why anti-curiotizing 
yet curious people who write on trans subjects may benefit greatly from  
having particular trans friends whom they care about (albeit not in a reduc-
tive or creepy way), as well as having a more nuanced and informed sense  
of trans histories and cultures. This can make it easier for trans subjects to 
escape from glass cabinets and exist in living, breathing worlds.

A “World-Historical” Epilogue

To further specify what I mean by this, I am interested in not only the expan-
sion of “trans” in media and scholarship to include a lived and historical 
sense but also an acknowledgment of “trans” as “world-historical.” In one 
sense I do very much want to evoke G. W. F. Hegel here, but only in a slightly 
cheeky, noncommittal, and nongrandiose way. The historical contingency 
and complex history of “trans” across invertedness, transvestism, transsexu-
ality, transgenderism, and now transness have often been evoked to critique 
or trivialize trans identity and throw into suspicion its mark upon the world.38 
However, I want to suggest that this history also signals the concrete impact 
“trans” has had on world history, including contemporary history.

In “Tracing this Body: Transsexuality, Pharmaceuticals, and Capitalism,” 
Michelle O’Brien situates the ability of trans people to access medicine 
within larger contexts of historical transnational capitalism including phar-
maceutical companies, trade agreements, and the U.S. global War on Drugs. 
Whereas Hausman might have used these conditions to emphasize the con-
tingency or problematic constructedness of transsexuality, O’Brien instead 
takes a cyborg material feminist turn linking her complicity with biomedi-
cine and transnational capitalism to the potential for resisting these systems. 
O’Brien writes:

We are all in the midst of structures of tremendous violence, oppression,  
and exploitation. There is no easy escape or pure distance from them. Our 
ability to resist, in this world, at this time, is deeply inseparable from our on- 
going connection to these very systems. But resist we do. Every day, in so  
many ways, we are struggling towards a new world of liberation, healing,  
and respect.39
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O’Brien thus takes up the cyborg’s mantle of subversion through impure 
enmeshment within world material flows.

While I am sympathetic to O’Brien’s material reclamation of transsex- 
uality as potential subversion within problematic world/historical material 
flows, which of course harkens back to ’90s trans studies and the influence of 
not only Donna Haraway but also Gloria Anzaldúa, Sandy Stone, and Susan 
Stryker upon its theoretical architecture, I also want to reverse-engineer 
O’Brien’s empowering lament into a wider enmeshment of “trans” with 
world history.

Contrary to what I referred to as the goldfish memory optics offered by 
the transgender tipping point, wherein “trans” has suddenly achieved its 
moment seemingly ex nihilo, and trans people spring up like mushrooms 
without engagement with each other, I think the complicated material path-
ways emphasized by O’Brien point toward a larger investment of material 
history within “trans,” as well as a larger investment of “trans” within mate-
rial history. Like it or not, “trans” has made its mark, working in tension (or 
dare I say a historical dialectic) with other endocrinological developments 
and changes in sex such as the pharmaceutical development of hormone 
supplements and birth control as well as shifts in the landscape of culture 
and production, including the ongoing impact of feminist movements. If the 
curiotization of transsexuality and other trans identities consists of remov-
ing “trans” from its history and place, then a key move toward de-curiotizing 
might be to restore the place of “trans” and its rich and varied lived experi-
ences within the histories of worlds.

Take, again, “Walk on the Wild Side.” While the optics of the curio might 
turn its trans characters into decontextualized objects of fascination, the 
song refers to people like Candy Darling and Holly Woodlawn, who had 
rich inner and outer lives, as well as places within history (although I wish  
to caution that their worlds are not reducible to a mere “transness”). Many 
listeners may remain within a curiotizing orbit with Reed’s song, but the 
lives and histories to which “Walk on the Wild Side” points may also lead 
more diligent listeners to their own de-curiotizing process by inspiring an 
interest in context and connection. This not only adds a richer topography 
to the song but also helps expose broader curiotizing moves such as the 
transgender tipping point’s insistence upon the sudden “arrival” of “trans.”

What I am suggesting here is not a haphazard ahistorical imposition  
of “trans” across different histories and cultures à la Leslie Feinberg’s 1996 
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Transgender Warriors: Making History from Joan of Arc to Dennis Rodman,40 
but instead a more grounded reading of the plural, idiosyncratic, and chang-
ing identities that we may (rightly or wrongly) subsume under “trans” into 
specific historical pathways. This—combined with the other core, modest 
point found in much of trans studies that a focus on lived experience is 
crucial—strikes me as a useful start toward curiosity beyond the curio.

Notes

	 1.	Katie Steinmetz, “The Transgender Tipping Point,” Time, May 2014.
	 2.	Buzz Bissinger, “Call Me Caitlyn,” Vanity Fair, July 2015.
	 3.	Talia Bettcher, “Evil Deceivers and Make-Believers: On Transphobic Violence 
and the Politics of Illusion,” Hypatia 22, no. 3, 2017: 50.
	 4.	Viviane Namaste, Sex Change, Social Change: Reflections on Identity, Institu-
tions, and Imperialism (Toronto: Women’s Press, 2005), 277–78.
	 5.	See Viviane Namaste, “Undoing Theory: The ‘Transgender Question’ and the 
Epistemic Violence of Anglo-American Feminist Theory,” Hypatia 24, no. 3 (2009): 
11–32; Riley Snorton and Jin Haritaworn, “Trans Necropolitics: A Transnational 
Reflection on Violence, Death, and the Trans of Color Afterlife,” in Transgender  
Studies Reader 2, ed. Susan Stryker and Aren Aizura (New York: Routledge, 2013), 
66–76.
	 6.	Maggie Astor, “Violence against Transgender People Is on the Rise, Advocates 
Say,” New York Times, November 9, 2017.
	 7.	Dan Irving, “Normalized Transgressions: Legitimizing the Transsexual Body 
as Productive,” in Stryker and Aizura, Transgender Studies Reader 2, 16.
	 8.	 Jonathan Shorman and Hunter Woodall, “Kansas GOP Votes to ‘Oppose All 
Efforts to Validate Transgender Identity,’” Wichita Eagle, February 18, 2018.
	 9.	Edward Said, Orientalism (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978).
	 10.	Elena Rose, “On Cartography and Dissection,” Taking Steps (blog), Septem- 
ber 9, 2006, http://takingsteps.blogspot.com/2006/09/on-cartography-and-dissection 
.html.
	 11.	Simon Ruchti, “Corpse-Less: A Battle with Abjection,” in The Anatomy of 
Body Worlds: Critical Essays on the Plastinated Cadavers of Gunther von Hagens, ed. 
T. Christine Jeperson, Alicita Rodriguez, and Joseph Starr (Jefferson, N.C.: McFar-
land, 2009), 189–201.
	 12.	Body Worlds, “Philosophy,” https://bodyworlds.com/about/philosophy/.
	 13.	Perry Zurn, “Curiosity: An Affect of Resistance,” presentation given at the 
philoSOPHIA Conference, Boca Raton, Florida, April 1, 2017.
	 14.	Quoted in Jeremy King, “Looking Back: Walt Disney’s Epcot Center, We’ve 
Just Begun to Dream (June 21, 1981),” Tampa Bay Times, January 12, 2018.

http://takingsteps.blogspot.com/2006/09/on-cartography-and-dissection.html
http://takingsteps.blogspot.com/2006/09/on-cartography-and-dissection.html
https://bodyworlds.com/about/philosophy/


	 Transsexuality and the Transgender Tipping Point	 205

	 15.	DIS, “Epcot-Future World,” Werner Technologies (n.d.), https://www.wdwin 
fo.com/wdwinfo/guides/epcot/ep-futureworld.htm.
	 16.	Alan Menken and Howard Ashman, vocalists, “Part of Your World,” by How-
ard Ashman, recorded October 1989, track 6 on The Little Mermaid: An Original 
Walt Disney Records Soundtrack, Walt Disney.
	 17.	 Julia Serano, Whipping Girl: A Transsexual Woman on Sexism and the Scape-
goating of Femininity (Emeryville, Calif.: Seal Press, 2007), 62.
	 18.	Serano, 195–96.
	 19.	Serano, 187.
	 20.	Serano, 56–57.
	 21.	Bernice Hausman, Changing Sex: Transsexualism, Technology, and the Idea of 
Gender (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1995), vii.
	 22.	Viviane Namaste, Invisible Lives: The Erasure of Transsexual and Transgen-
dered People (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 3.
	 23.	 Jamison Green, “Look! No, Don’t! The Visibility Dilemma for Transsexual 
Men,” in The Transgender Studies Reader, ed. Susan Stryker and Stephen Whittle 
(New York: Routledge, 2006), 500.
	 24.	Lou Reed, “Walk on the Wild Side,” recorded August 1972, track 5 on Trans-
former, RCA Records.
	 25.	Edward Helmore, “Lou Reed’s Friends Dismiss Claim That Walk on the Wild 
Side is Transphobic,” Guardian, May 20, 2017.
	 26.	María Lugones, “Playfulness, ‘World’-Travelling, and Loving Perception,” in 
Pilgrimages/Peregrinajes: Theorizing Coalition Against Multiple Oppressions (Lan-
ham, Md.: Rowman and Littlefield, 2003), 9–10.
	 27.	Lugones, 6.
	 28.	Lugones, 8.
	 29.	Marilyn Frye, The Politics of Reality: Essays in Feminist Theory (Trumansburg, 
N.Y.: Crossing Press, 1983), 73–75.
	 30.	Tamar Reisman and Zil Goldstein, “Case Report: Induced Lactation in a 
Transgender Woman,” Transgender Health 3, no. 1 (2018): 25.
	 31.	Mia De Graaf, “Transgender Woman Becomes First in the World to Breast-
feed for Six Weeks After DIY Hormone Therapy and Breast Pumping,” Daily Mail, 
February 13, 2018.
	 32.	Patrick Grafton-Green, “Transgender Woman Becomes First in World to 
Breastfeed Baby,” Evening Standard, February 14, 2018.
	 33.	Anonymous, “In First, Transgender Woman Able to Breastfeed,” Deccan 
Chronicle, February 14, 2018.
	 34.	Lauren Tousignant, “Transgender Woman Becomes First to Breastfeed Baby,” 
New York Post, February 14, 2018.
	 35.	Ceylan Yeginsu, “Transgender Woman Breast-Feeds Baby after Hospital 
Induces Lactation,” New York Times, February 15, 2018.
	 36.	Dana Fried, “My First Time Breastfeeding My Daughter,” Stranger, June 21, 2017.

https://www.wdwin
http://fo.com/wdwinfo/guides/epcot/ep-futureworld.htm


206	 Amy Marvin

	 37.	Riley Snorton, Black on Both Sides: A Racial History of Trans Identity (Min-
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017), 174.
	 38.	Hausman, Changing Sex.
	 39.	Michelle O’Brien, “Tracing This Body: Transsexuality, Pharmaceuticals, and 
Capitalism,” in Stryker and Aizura, Transgender Studies Reader 2, 64.
	 40.	Leslie Feinberg, Transgender Warriors: Making History from Joan of Arc to 
Dennis Rodman (Boston: Beacon Press, 1996).



P A R T  I V

Deconstructing  
the Status Quo



This page intentionally left blank 



209

12

Peeping and Transgression
Curiosity and Collecting in English Literature

Barbara M. Benedict

Curiouser and curiouser!’ cried Alice” in Wonderland as she encounters 
 the grinning Cheshire cat, the baby-turned-pig, human playing cards, 

and her own telescoping neck that wriggles, serpentlike, into the trees.1 
These phenomena appear “curious” because they transgress nature by mud-
dling categories: a cat that grins is both human and feline; a human baby 
turned porcine and a neck that becomes a snake are simultaneously two 
sorts of creature. At the same time, Alice is herself curious, repeatedly asking 
questions and investigating rabbit holes, hidden gardens, and strange food-
stuffs. Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland exemplifies the double nature of 
curiosity itself. As a subjective quality, it can denote inquiry, inquisitiveness, 
oddity, and strangeness: the scientist, the seeker, the detective, the peeper, 
and the pryer. It can be admirable or reprehensible: Pandora and Peeping 
Tom, Psyche and Sherlock Holmes, Faust and Frankenstein, Eve and Oedi-
pus. As an aspect of strange things, it can signal rarity or revulsion. Curiosity 
is both the human passion for knowledge and the transgressive aspect of 
phenomena that provoke inquiry. Thus it has always provided rich fodder 
for writers and thinkers, and never more so than at the period when inquiry 
became a discipline all its own in the Age of Science and the Enlightenment: 
the mid-seventeenth to the early nineteenth centuries.

This essay surveys literature and culture from the late Renaissance to  
the twentieth century to trace the development of both the idea and the 
objects of curiosity. Throughout more than three hundred years, curiosity 
retains the moral and phenomenological ambiguity that inheres in ideas, 
people, and objects that stand outside the norm. As it shifts from denoting a 
quality of things to a trait of people, it weaves between drawing derision for 

“‘
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perversity and prompting praise for discovery. The etymology of the word 
helps to explain its double meaning. Originally, “curiosity” derived from 
“cura,” the Medieval Latin name for “care.” In the Middle Ages and into  
the seventeenth century, the term denoted skillfulness, careful workman-
ship, and elaborate artistry, exemplified by the stone and wooden sculptures 
artists carved for the church. These decorations possessed the same fastidi-
ous detail on the parts unseen by viewers as on the parts open to public view. 
Curiosity consequently came to mean objects that exhibited such nicety and 
that required attention both to execute and to observe.

However, later in the seventeenth century, two important events changed 
the meaning and the connotations of both word and idea. The first was the 
secular curiosity cabinet, or Wunderkammern. These could constitute dis-
play cabinets stacked with rarities of art or nature—carefully carved jewels, 
miniature paintings, or elaborate clocks and instruments—or they could  
be whole rooms festooned with exotic specimens from around the globe: 
crocodiles, unicorn horns, shells, branches, rocks, Chinese shoes, relics, and 
remains. These early museums were intended to induce both wonder—the 
awestruck marveling at strangeness—and curiosity: the empirical investiga-
tion of phenomena.2 Both natural and artful curiosities exhibited the kind of 
skillful artistry that the term “curiosity” originally denoted, be this the skill 
of the artisan himself or the skill of God in changing natural forms to make 
things appear to be what they were not.

Early churches had displays of curiosities and fine ritual items to stimu-
late reverence in the faithful. These displays were mediated by the church 
and only exhibited on rare occasions. In contrast, secular displays of objects 
appeared in the private abodes of princes and elite gentry to exhibit their 
wealth and taste, the power of the state or the individual, not the power of 
God or the church. These men practiced what was termed “the habit of 
curiosity”—that is, collecting—and did so for their own satisfaction. In this 
way both displays and collectors began to seem irreligious, transgressive, 
threatening. This is especially true because collecting shifted from being  
an elite activity to a highly popular, middle-class, even working-class, recre-
ation. Small and huge accumulations of everything from pebbles to paint-
ings began to appear everywhere in Britain, and societies of connoisseurs 
and virtuosi sprang up, flooding the land with commodities, collectibles, 
and material objects, and appropriating traditional relationships and social 
valuations.
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Mini-museums also appeared in universities, theaters of anatomy, and 
the repositories of scientific societies, and therein lies both the second 
change and the reason that curiosity garnered a pejorative implication as 
prurient, foolish, and self-indulgent. This change was the birth of science. In 
1660 the new king Charles II established Britain’s first scientific institution: 
the Royal Society for the Advancement of Learning. This society threw out 
earlier Aristotelian, inductive, simplifying systems of classification and threw 
itself into a new method of investigation of nature: empirical and repeated 
experimentation—that is, figuring out answers to age-old questions by touch, 
taste, sight, smell, and sound, and reflection upon them. A host of elite and 
middle-class gentleman dilettantes, clerics, explorers, travelers, and physi-
cians rushed to join the new enterprise, all curious about questions that once 
the church alone had had the authority to answer: the nature of species; the 
formation of clouds; the processes of human reproduction; the components 
of earth, air, and fire; the movement of the planets—indeed, any of the mys-
teries that God had wisely hidden and that the Bible had warned man not to 
pry into. These men called themselves “natural philosophers,” dedicated to 
the establishment of a comprehensive empirical “philosophy” or systematic 
map of nature itself.

Their curious investigations ranged from the sublime to the ridiculous, 
and contemporary writers had a hard time telling one from the other. The 
experiments that Robert Boyle performed, for example, included transfus-
ing the blood of dogs, and while we recognize the enormous value of trans-
fusion, to contemporary satirists it appeared pointless, cruel, and, worse, a 
violation of God’s natural order. One such satirist, the playwright Thomas 
Shadwell, depicted Boyle, thinly veiled as the character Sir Nicholas Gim-
crack (i.e., Toy or Plaything), claiming he has transfused the blood of a sheep 
into a man and harvested his wool for profit. Sir Nicholas is, as it turns  
out, lying and made no profit because, he explains loftily, he is a speculative 
or theoretical scientist and so never does anything “of use: Knowledge is  
my ultimate end.”3 No one questioned Isaac Newton’s discoveries of gravity 
and in optics; indeed, he became president of the Royal Society in 1703. But 
when Robert Hooke, the first keeper of the Royal Society’s repository of 
specimens, fell in love with the fashionable new scientific instrument, the 
microscope, and enthusiastically compiled a huge volume of finely etched 
drawings of things he had looked at through the device, some contempo-
raries ridiculed him for choosing to honor worthless things: a pencil tip, his 
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own urine, a fly’s eye, a flea. The satirist Samuel Butler, for example, mocked 
him in The Elephant in the Moon (c. 1676) by describing enthusiastic scien-
tists looking excitedly at the moon through a telescope to see armies swarm-
ing on its surface and riding a huge elephant, only to discover that a mouse 
had been trapped in the telescopic tube, become bloated and putrid (hence 
the elephant), and so attracted gnats (hence the armies). Later in the cen-
tury, the poet Peter Pindar depicted the then-president of the Royal Society,  
Sir Joseph Banks, as ridiculously empirical. Having boiled a flea and dis
covered that it turned pink, he concluded that fleas are really a sort of min-
iscule lobster.

To contemporary writers, topics of curious inquiry—antiquities, physical 
nature, the occult, sex—could reflect investigators’ piety or skepticism, naïveté 
or impertinence. When the cleric and Royal Society member Joseph Glan-
ville investigated, with strict, empirical methods, a vast volume of reports of 
witches, poltergeists, and ghosts, he determined that most were certainly 
true because he could hear knocking and booing and smell supernaturally 
unpleasant smells. While this proved his belief in the supernatural, it also 
prompted more satire of scientists’ credulity and obsessiveness, and of em- 
piricism’s limitations. Jonathan Swift in Gulliver’s Travels (1726), for exam-
ple, devotes a quarter of the book to satirizing the Royal Society, disguised 
transparently as the Floating Island of Laputa, hovering way above the heads 
of mere mortals below. These scientists have one eye cast up to view the 
heavens and another turned inward for fetid self-examination, and are so 
absorbed in speculations that they need servants to bat them with an empty 
bladder gently on the ears when they ought to listen and on the mouth when 
they should reply. They are both objectively and subjectively curious.

Moreover, although these early scientists may have seemed silly to con-
temporaries, they did all deliberately refuse to accept conventional explana-
tions or biblical myths, and thus they presented an autodidactic challenge  
to ideas society had long accepted. Boyle, indeed, called himself “the Skep
tical Chemist,” and despite Glanville’s attempts to sanitize his empiricism  
by arguing that his investigations of the supernatural proved the reality of 
God, accusations of atheism persisted. After all, why would you need to 
prove God’s existence unless you doubted it?

The result of this threat was that, throughout the century, curious men 
came to mean not men who inquired but rather men who were themselves 
fit subjects of inquiry: What made them tick? Why were they doing these 
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foolish and irreligious things? What was wrong with them? The answer sat-
irists came up with was that these curious men were, as Freud would say, 
compensating for a fundamental lack of masculinity. All their fiddling and 
peeping into sacred mysteries and their pointless accumulation of objects 
was a masturbatory diversion of sexual energies. They dabbled in natural 
philosophy because they could not perform naturally. Swift’s natural phi-
losophers, for example, stare at the skies while their wives sneak down to the 
land below for lower matters: sexual gratification.

However, it wasn’t just men whose curiosity made them curiosities. In 
fact, women were even more often indicted for inappropriate prying, and 
since they were defined by their sex, their curiosity was represented as  
sexual. A series of “Curious Maid” poems in the 1720s portrayed women 
attempting to peer into their own genitals to discover what they possess that 
drives men mad with desire, and caricatures often show men peeping at 
naked women as curiosities—that is, phenomena stimulating inquiry. At  
the same time, women were upsetting gender norms by writing novels and 
periodicals, many of which interrogated unjust social mores, and thus enter-
ing the masculine cultural space. This was deemed at the time an imperti-
nent stepping out of their God-given, subordinate roles. Hence, women’s 
Pandora-like curiosity became identified with cultural ambition. One com-
mon reaction in eighteenth-century literature was to represent women not 
as investigators but as subjects of investigation. Since they were aping mas-
culine roles, they were depicted as curious deformed kinds of men, men-but-
not-men. Again, curiosity as inquiry mutates into curiosity as monstrosity: 
seeking to know or do more than God has given you shows an unnatural 
appetite to transgress natural, social, and moral laws.

The ubiquity of, and ambivalence toward, curiosity and collecting in the 
eighteenth century as literary topic and method is exemplified by the works 
of the most renowned contemporary poet, Alexander Pope (1688–1744). Pope 
lived in an age of fashionable collectors, collecting, and commercialism, and 
collectibles and many of the scientific enterprises of his time, including anti-
quarianism, interested him.4 In his verse he refers to collectors like the anti-
quarian Thomas Hearne and the Keeper of Records Richard Topham; he 
addressed his fourth Epistle (1731/1735) to the distinguished collector Richard 
Boyle, third Earl of Burlington; and his early poem “To Mr. Addison, Occa-
sioned by his Dialogues on Medals” (1713) meditates on his sometime friend 
Joseph Addison’s numismatic collection.5 His own villa contained dozens of 
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prints and other collectibles, and late in his life, he succumbed to the lure of 
collecting naturalia, even receiving the gift of a stone from the preeminent 
collector Sir Hans Sloane, whose vast hoard became the British Museum.6 
Early on, Marjorie Hope Nicholson, among other critics, noted the affinity 
of Pope’s grand enterprise to write a systematic philosophical treatise on eth-
ics with the Royal Society’s project.

The ambiguities of empiricism and collecting also concerned contem
porary philosophers. The experimental philosophy of the Royal Society was 
founded on the practices of observation as a conscious, systematic proce-
dure rather than a will-less and involuntary observation that could produce 
no verifiable, general knowledge. In his chapter “Of Perception” in An Essay 
Concerning Human Understanding, first published in 1689, John Locke argues 
that perception “is the first simple idea of reflection,” for “in bare naked per-
ception, the mind is, for the most part, only passive; and what it perceives, it 
cannot avoid perceiving.”7 However, “Perception is only when the mind receives 
the impression.”8 Unorganized or uncollected perception keeps the creature 
in an animalistic state, but discerning, comparing, and compounding lead  
to knowledge.9 Thus for Locke and the natural philosophers that followed 
him, knowledge constituted understanding the relationships between phe-
nomena, and this knowledge could be achieved by systematic observation, 
sensation, and reason or reflection: by, in short, collecting information—by 
structuring curiosity—through sensual perception and organizing it by logic 
and memory.

Pope’s four Epistles to Several Persons (1731–35), or Moral Epistles, embody 
such an enterprise but also reveal its methodological instability.10 They  
constitute a collection of poems discussing wealth and character through 
portraits of contemporary types to illustrate a system of “practical Morality” 
that, as Pope asserts, spans “all the Circumstances, Orders, Professions, and 
Stations of human Life.”11 The poems present Pope’s theory of the “ruling 
passion,” a moral system mirroring the scientific enterprise to methodize 
nature. This attempt to reconcile the unique, individual  “type” with the rep-
resentative class itself reflects conflicting practices of collecting. Whereas 
Renaissance and seventeenth-century collectors were generally content to 
gather one, fine example of a natural phenomenon or species—a unicorn 
[narwhal] horn, a microscope, a rock imprinted with the shape of the cru
cified Christ, for example—and unique examples of high art, the virtuosi of 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, like Sir Hans Sloane and Ralph 
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Thoresby, were moving away from wonder at the unique and toward accu-
mulation: more is better. At the same time, marvelous objects like relics and 
curiosities still littered their museums.12

The rival concepts of collecting reflect conflicting ideas of knowledge. 
Pope argues in Epistle I: To Richard Temple, Viscount Cobham (1730–33; pub-
lished 1734), that every specimen is worth observing and collecting because 
each is unique:

There’s some Peculiar in each leaf and grain,
Some unmark’d fibre, or some varying vein;
Shall only Man be taken in the gross?
Grant but as many sorts of Mind as Moss.13

At the same time, Pope betrays the neoclassical fondness for types, classifi-
cations, categories, identifiable species of mankind. If every tuft of moss is 
unique, still it belongs with hundreds of others to the general class of moss. 
It is the poet’s privilege to spy out the unique but the scientist’s task to find 
the category. Pope’s character sketches attempt both: to find the particular  
in the general and the general in the particular.14 Indeed, his theory of the 
“Ruling Passions” maintains that the secret of reading a man’s character lies 
in discovering his primary motivating vice, the general truth of his char
acter. Although the theory itself was not new, Pope’s treatment emphasizes 
the empirical procedures required to identify each man’s ruling passion. As 
F. W. Bateson observes, “the basis of Pope’s satire is fact.”15 The “Argument” 
in To Cobham recommends the empirical method of eyewitness observa-
tion, balanced by reading books or authorities, in order to gain “the Knowl-
edge and Characters of Men.”16 In order to form “General maxims,” observers 
must note both the common and the unique qualities of individuals. This pro-
cedure for classification echoes naturalists’ endeavors to differentiate aberra-
tions from species.

Pope persistently represents the reduction of people to commodities and 
curiosities. In Epistle to Dr. Arbuthnot (1731–34, published 1735), he famously 
portrays the effeminate courtier Lord Hervey, who had joined Pope’s enemy 
Lady Mary Wortley Montague to attack him in print, as Sporus, a “Thing of 
silk,” “a Butterfly,” a “Bug with gilded wings, / This painted Child of Dirt that 
stinks and stings,” a “Spaniel,” “Puppet,” and “Toad.”17 Sporus is a curiosity, 
transgressing genders, species, and elements, a work both of art and nature, 
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a mammal, amphibian, and insect, an object and a person: “Amphibious 
Thing!” and “vile Antithesis.”18 He,

Half Froth, half Venom, spits himself abroad,
In Puns, or Politicks, or Tales, or Lyes,
Or Spite, or Smut, or Rymes, or Blasphemies.19

The fragmentation of this litany of vicious emissions represents the multiple 
categories the ambiguous, amphibious Sporus spans: the rhetoric, like the 
description, employs conventions of naturalistic description to depict a 
creature made of categorical transgressions.

The ironic opposition of luxurious things to intellectual or spiritual val-
ues appears everywhere in Pope’s verse, but perhaps most notably in the 
mock-epic The Rape of the Lock (1714). Here the protagonist Belinda sits at a 
dressing table bearing the spoils of the world, which her maidservant “culls 
with curious toil”:20

This Casket India’s glowing Gems unlocks,
And all Arabia breathes from yonder Box.
The Tortoise here and Elephant unite,
Transform’d to Combs, the speckled and the white.21

Belinda’s dressing table, beautiful as it (and she) is, becomes a curiosity  
cabinet of commodities devoted to her adornment. The jewels, perfumes, 
and exotic animals of the world are reduced to adornments and collectibles 
celebrating the superficial and the physical self. Collecting as method and 
subject thus enables Pope to explore the valorization of materiality over 
morality, consumption over contemplation, and accumulation over propri-
ety as Britain moved into the modern age. In a curious coincidence, Pope 
was deformed from a childhood accident, small, thin, and hunch-backed, 
and a Catholic in a Protestant land. Hostile caricaturists often depicted him 
as an ape. Once again, the curious man became the curiosity.

Although Pope incorporates the inquiry, collecting, and objects in his 
poetry, the genre that exploits curiosity most thoroughly is the novel. As  
the name indicates, novels were from the start a genre dedicated to the new. 
Borrowing their format from early autobiographies, biographies, classical 
epics, travel tales, and picaresque fiction, eighteenth-century novels trot from 
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episode to episode, accumulating a collection of adventures. Such genres ex- 
ploit readers’ curiosity about far-off lands and illicit or strange experiences, 
ostensibly redeemed from the charge of being pure entertainment by the 
ubiquitous authorial insistence that readers will apply moral lessons from 
the texts—protagonists’ errors or achievements—to their own lives.

Novels typically exploit curiosity in two ways: they present oddities, or 
curiosities, to elicit surprise, humor, or horror, and also a problem or ques-
tion that engages the reader’s curiosity, and which the plot will resolve. The 
reader’s curiosity thus remains key to the genre’s function and effectiveness 
by prompting rethinking. Analyzing Charles Dickens’s The Old Curiosity Shop, 
discussed below, Sarah Winter argues that “curiosity affords the impetus  
for the kind of questioning that readers . . . are taught to engage in as a means 
of overcoming habitual prejudices, including those they have acquired at 
school.”22 Just as a visitor to a curiosity cabinet must balance wondering at 
the uniqueness of each specimen and finding similarities or links between 
them, readers must hunt down plot clues, investigate characters’ motives, and 
speculate on plot twists and endings in order to engage in the fiction. Ask- 
ing why readers read novels through, rather than skipping to the end, the 
literary theorist Peter Brooks argues that reading is a process of recognizing 
repetitions in plot, theme, and imagery; these draw readers to desire their 
resolution in an ending that pulls them together.23 Reading novels thus seems 
to work similarly to the thoughts created by brain networks (See Bassett, this 
volume): readers identify “facts,” or pieces of information—be these a char-
acter’s motivation, an event, or a description—that they seek to link with 
other pieces of information in the book. Readers thus forge networks of con-
nections to explain the plot and further connect these to their own lives, 
“realizing” the fiction and bringing it to life.

Different subgenres of the novel portray and elicit curiosity differently. 
Early travel fiction, like Aphra Behn’s hybrid Oroonoko, or the Royal Slave 
(1688), offers readers exotic scenes, romance, and satire, stimulating curiosity 
about foreignness, prohibited sexuality, and contemporary mores, all some-
what derogated subjects of inquiry in a turbulent society. Early eighteenth-
century novels exploit readers’ curiosity about contemporary issues. Daniel 
Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719) asks how a man could survive entirely alone 
on an island, and portrays Robinson experimenting with natural resources 
to build his own little kingdom. Moll Flanders (1722), Defoe’s depiction of 
the underworld of London, supplies readers with a kind of how-to handbook 
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to survive London’s thieves, prostitutes, and poverty, while A Journal of the 
Plague Year (1722) investigates the causes of and responses to the bubonic 
plague in Restoration London. Later so-called it-narratives recounting the 
adventures of objects, like an atom or a coin, fuse curious objects and objects’ 
curiosity to make humanoid things agents of social investigation. These and 
other eighteenth-century novels, like such early periodicals as The Athenian 
Mercury (1691–97), which was dedicated to answering readers’ questions, 
both evoke and profit from readers’ curiosity.

By the last decades of the eighteenth century, however, a postempirical 
wave of disillusion turned novelists away from the systematic investigation 
of the human species to a new thrill in the mysterious, irrational, and vio-
lent: areas derided by Enlightenment reason. Gothic novels—precursors of 
detective and mystery fiction—present the physical world as embedded in a 
supernatural world, where empiricism is transformed into the impalpable: 
inexplicable sounds, smells, sights, and touches, and formless feelings of dread 
besiege the heroine in a twilight world where nothing seems clear. Through-
out, the heroine questions and investigates, opening doors to dark cham- 
bers and harrowing down ominous tunnels—but with frustratingly few and 
usually misleading results. The heroine of Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of 
Udolpho (1794), for example, must constantly test her reasoning against her 
sensory impressions. She thinks she sees and hears supernatural forces but 
she resists superstition. Her curiosity is dangerous, since it leads her into 
hazards; inadequate, because it does not provide answers; and yet redeem-
ing, because it eventually leads her to the truth, an escape from tyranny and 
the recovery of her inheritance.

Romantic fictions, often ironically, characteristically depict the empirical 
urge for inquiry as a hazardous invasion of the natural, or the unnatural, 
social order. William Godwin illustrates the dangers of curiosity in Things as 
They Are; or, The Adventures of Caleb Williams (1796), in which the epony-
mous protagonist, a servant, possessed by all-consuming curiosity, discov-
ers his master is a murderer. While his investigations reveal the injustices  
in the institutions of law and punishment in a class-bound society, his curi-
osity leads to terrible suffering, his own madness, and his master’s death. By 
dramatizing the curious man’s adventures against a wide backdrop of British 
life, Godwin suggests that asking questions can lead to the exposure of cor-
ruption and to political reform (See also Zurn, this volume). Mary Shelley’s 
Frankenstein (1818) notably casts Dr. Victor Frankenstein’s unnatural creation 
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of a being from a collection of dead human parts as the arrogant result of a 
transgressive, scientific curiosity. This contrasts with the Creature’s original 
innocent investigation of nature in the process of learning, before humans’ 
rejection turns him murderous.

During the Victorian period, attitudes toward curiosity in literature tend 
to split sharply along the lines of gender. When curiosity appears as expan-
sive inquiry, whether philosophical or geographical, it is practiced by men 
and generally wins praise and success—although, as Charles Darwin’s The 
Origin of Species (1859) shows, it could easily appear transgressive. Indeed, 
some texts appear aimed at critiquing the expansionist urge. In Rudyard 
Kipling’s The Man Who Would Be King (1888), for example, the two ambi-
tious protagonists embark on adventurous travel purely for personal gain: 
the titular one ends up dead, and his loyal friend horribly crippled. When 
curiosity appears as social or personal inquiry, it appears in female charac-
ters and seems more proximate to passion than intellectual investigation.  
In Charles Dickens’s David Copperfield (1849–50), for example, Miss Rosa 
Dartle unnervingly keeps interrogating David by questioning his every 
statement and concludes with, “I only ask for information”;24 “I ask because 
I always want to be informed, when I am ignorant;”25 “I am not suspicious. I 
only ask a question. I don’t state any opinion.”26 Suspicion attaches to ques-
tions that seem not to have a clear social purpose: “I only ask because I want 
to know” hints at a hidden motivation (See also Lewis, this volume). In 
Dickens’s novel, the effect of this barrage of questions preceding the uncon-
vincing denial of any ulterior motive other than “pure” curiosity is to make 
Miss Dartle’s curiosity seem a subtle campaign to make David appear a fool. 
Miss Dartle, notably, bears a deep scar on her lip: once again, the disfiguring 
trait of female questioning appears as physical deformity.

Perhaps the most obvious example of the disruptive effect of female curi-
osity appears in the first textual example in this essay, Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s 
Adventures in Wonderland (1865), the most prominent but not the first book 
to harness children’s natural curiosity. Historically, children’s curiosity was 
often unwelcome; even today, such figures as Harriet the Spy reflect adult 
distrust of prying children (See also Engel, this volume). Alice exhibits two 
kinds of curiosity, both suspect: an irrepressible appetite and a learned spec-
ulation. As Nina Auerbach explains, “The pun on ‘curious’ defines Alice’s 
fluctuating personality. Her eagerness to know and to be right, her compul-
sive recitation of her lessons . . . she is both the croquet game without rules 
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and its violent arbiter.”27 Whereas Auerbach traces these impulses to the Vic-
torian idea of girls as swinging between “extremes of original innocence and 
original sin,” they also echo earlier categorizations of and ambivalence 
toward curiosity.28 At the start of the book, Alice jumps down the rabbit hole 
after the white rabbit, “burning with curiosity.”29 Although the jump may 
seem ominous, perhaps a warning to overly curious children, Alice’s passion 
for finding things out enfranchises her, enabling her to escape the lies and 
mystifications of Victorian rule-bound society. Some of her questions in fact 
mimic those of early scientists and nineteenth-century explorers. She asks, 
“I wonder how many miles I have fallen by this time?” and, estimating she 
must be near the earth’s center, she attempts to calculate by navigational 
rule: “Let me see: that would be four thousand miles down, I think. . . . But 
then I wonder what Latitude or Longitude I’ve got to? . . . Is this New Zea-
land or Australia?”30 In turn, by questioning the creatures—wondering why 
the Mouse’s tale is sad, demanding the Caterpillar’s identity, and so forth—
she shakes the pieties of the self-important creatures around her. Likewise, 
by dismissively—or pretentiously—mouthing the questions legitimized by 
her schooling, she undermines the authority of masculinized inquiry.

Wonderland appears to Alice mad because its codes differ from those  
of Victorian England. In this way it resembles the exotic lands England had 
colonized, with unfamiliar times, with or without tea, games, words, and 
social codes. Carroll peoples Wonderland itself with curious creatures who 
unwittingly parody English types, suggesting colonialist satire of natives’ 
imitation of Europeans, like Joseph Conrad’s “improved specimen”: the fire-
man trained to care for the ship’s boiler, who resembles “a dog in a parody of 
breeches and a feather hat, walking on his hind legs” in Heart of Darkness.31 
The rabbit with a watch, white gloves, and a waistcoat; the child-turned-pig; 
the mock-turtle; the cat with a grin, and the grin that hangs alone in the air; 
talking animals; cards behaving like people (as in Pope’s Rape of the Lock); 
and more are ontological transgressions, creatures and things that behave 
outside their categories. Auerbach interprets all these creatures, even “Fury” 
personified as a dog, as aspects of Alice’s own personality; indeed, as the 
Cheshire Cat remarks, she is as mad as all of them.32 Often Alice’s “curiosity 
seems to lead her nowhere,” so that “Alice’s curiosity is . . . an act of insan-
ity.”33 Alice and, indeed, the whole book, thus dramatize the chaotic poten-
tial of curiosity to question and denaturalize custom, mores, and nature 
itself. Importantly, this aspect pertains to the most aggressive deployment of 
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curiosity of the period: imperial expansion. Daniel Bivona reads Alice as a 
prototype of the imperialist colonial, who attempts to compel Wonderland’s 
creatures to obey the rules she knows.34

In contrast to Carroll’s children’s literature, Anthony Trollope’s novel Can 
You Forgive Her? (1864–65) exploits the audience’s curiosity by its suggestion 
that the sins of the titular “her,” which are probably sexual, given the speci-
ficity of gender, lie within. This plot yokes the reader’s curiosity to the aber-
rant, “curious” behavior of the protagonist, who jilts an ideal suitor for a 
ne’er-do-well, but is forgiven and finally weds the “right” man. Readers are 
invited to query their own moral standards by forgiving the heroine, or not. 
Trollope’s novel alludes to a tradition of plays, both comic and tragic, which 
center on the question of how to judge the moral conduct of the heroine.  
By shrinking curiosity to specific questions about social mores, Trollope 
preserves the Victorian ethic of sexual repression and the domestic control 
of women. This comes to mark the melodramatic fiction of the late Victo-
rian period, in which women’s sexual appetite again appears as a transgres-
sive curiosity that destroys them.

Other Victorian novels use the meaning of curiosity as collecting to anat-
omize the contemporary confusion of things and people, none more so than 
Charles Dickens’s The Old Curiosity Shop (1840–41).35 The book opens in  
a murky junk shop, crammed with useless, broken, or obsolete items, the 
debris of a chaotic and materialistic society:

The place through which he made his way at leisure was one of those recepta-
cles for old and curious things which seem to . . . hide their treasures from the 
public eye in jealousy and distrust. There were suits of mail standing like 
ghosts in armour, here and there; fantastic carvings brought from monkish 
cloisters; rusty weapons of various kinds; distorted figures in china, and wood, 
and iron, and ivory; tapestry, and strange furniture that might have been 
designed in dreams.36

The dustiness and inutility of the dreary contents of this curiosity cabinet 
serve to indict both England’s murky, superstitious, and bellicose past, and the 
contemporary practice of discarding or ignoring it. Moreover, like the col-
lections mocked in the previous two centuries, this collection exhibits mere 
accumulation rather than an aesthetic or scientific system. James Buzard re- 
marks that this description is “an inefficient inventory” that “[lumps] possibly 
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distinguishable items together” instead of demarcating them to “proliferate[] 
meaning.”37 The shop is tended by human versions of the contents. Grand
father Trent, the aged and gambling-addicted owner, is a reiteration of the 
antiquarian: “The haggard aspect: of the little old man was wonderfully 
suited to the place; he might have groped among old churches, and tombs, 
and deserted houses, and gathered all the spoils with his own hands. There 
was nothing in the whole collection but was in keeping with himself; noth-
ing that looked older or more worn than he.”38 He is a collector—a curious 
man—turned into a curiosity amid “a universe of dead things” that symbol-
izes England’s heartless capitalistic system, in which people are treated as 
objects and objects act maliciously.39

Many of the characters in the story appear as objects or quasihuman  
oddities. Little Nell Trent, the novel’s doll-like heroine; waxworks, transfor-
mations of the human body into inert material; giants, who pull the body 
past its natural limits. However, it is the monstrous landlord Quilp who  
best epitomizes a human curiosity. A dwarf so hideous he scarcely appears 
human, he explodes unpredictably in malice or anger, and terrifies merely 
by his appearance:

An elderly man of remarkably hard features and forbidding aspect, and so  
low in stature as to be quite a dwarf, though his head and face were large 
enough for the body of a giant. His black eyes were restless, sly, and cunning; 
his mouth and chin, bristly with the stubble of a coarse hard beard; and his 
complexion was one of that kind which never looks clean or wholesome. But 
what added most to the grotesque expression of his face, was a ghastly smile, 
which, appearing to have no connection with any mirthful or complacent feel-
ing, constantly revealed the few, discoloured fangs that were yet scattered in 
his mouth, and gave him the aspect of a panting dog.40

His ludicrous dress—“a large, high-crowned hat,” and dirty linen—and his 
“frowzy fringe” of hair suggest a werewolfish creature, dressed as a man  
in order to infiltrate society for nefarious ends.41 His very name, which 
incorporates the French word for “who,” qui, hints at his outlandish and 
uncategorizable nature, as do his habits. He eats not only his dinner but also 
the plate that holds it, and regards his wife with cannibalistic relish: “‘Oh  
you nice creature!’ [he said], smacking his lips as if . . . she were actually a 
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sweetmeat.”42 Quilp’s transgressiveness includes “crossing geographical and 
ideological boundaries” by trading on the black market as well as the offi- 
cial economy and “domesticating his counting house,” thus eroding gender 
boundaries.43 His dwarfish stature literally embodies not only his stunted 
morality but also his species marginality. Like the small-minded Lilliputians 
in Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, he is a reductio ad absurdum of humanity, and 
thus both human and not.

The novelist Vladimir Nabokov remarked that curiosity is the purest 
form of insubordination. Thus, the urge to disobey rules, to push through- 
out boundaries, to transcend or fracture categories, marks curious people 
and things in British cultural and literary history. True, the identification of 
curious things, which elude categories, and curious people, who question 
established truths, gained momentum and cultural prominence in the 
Enlightenment from the seventeenth-century birth of science and the cheap 
printing press. Nevertheless, the wash-over between strange objects and 
pushy people spreads throughout British literature to the Victorian period—
and beyond. Both the unclassifiable phenomena in curiosity cabinets and 
the inquiring people who insist on asking questions overstep boundaries, 
and by so doing hold both the promise of freedom and the threat of danger. 
Whether by satirizing or questioning God’s existence, or the social order;  
by valuing foreign, “outlandish” lands and customs; by intruding into closed 
spheres, private, male, or elite; by experiments that confuse the useless and 
the useful, the beautiful and the ugly; by prurient scopophilia in place of 
useful work; or by the imperial appropriation of other countries and bodies, 
exercises of curiosity challenge and unsettle conventional hierarchies of value. 
Although the birth of science and the cheap printing press brought curiosity 
into the center of culture in the Enlightenment, subsequent British literary 
history shows that all genres in some way elicit or contain curiosity and curi-
osities. In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, indeed, novelists struc-
ture curiosity most purely as detective and mystery fictions, in which readers 
must (or should) actively forge the connections between isolated fragments 
of information to make the network that leads to the solution. The immense 
popularity of these genres suggests that, albeit we live in an age of informa-
tion, we yearn for the practice and activity of curiosity. Curiosity, be it ambi-
tion or transgression, denotes dissatisfaction with the way things are. It is 
the urge to look under the stone for the hidden truth.
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Curiosity and  
Political Resistance

Perry Zurn

Curiosity manifests itself in multiple guises. There is a sort of frivolous 
 curiosity that asks vacuous questions, questions of little—and certainly 

no lasting—import to anyone. This curiosity vainly pursues rapidly chang-
ing lines of questioning, sometimes out of boredom and other times out of 
sheer pleasure in the minute, the contingent, or the ephemeral. It is exces-
sive, without root in existential need, social utility, or rational armature. It 
produces, by turns, a dizzying array of details and a banal buzzing to blanket 
the otherwise jagged architecture of daily life. Then there is an eminently 
serious curiosity, the sort promulgated by somber-lipped academics, corpo-
rate investigators, or criminal courts. It is controlled, it is disciplined. It works 
within institutional constraints and moves at a swift clip down well-trimmed 
pathways. It builds an ever more intricate system of knowledge, whether 
through an expanding scaffold of classifications or a network of correlates. 
This curiosity is patient, hard-nosed, and exacting.

But there is a third sort of curiosity that is neither terribly serious nor 
entirely unserious. This particular configuration of the curious impulse 
begins by fidgeting with the fissures of social mores and political strata,  
poking and prying in search of a new space to stand tall. It bravely barrels 
into the darkest recesses of suffering and pain, steels itself, and lays bare the 
true face of social inequality and social death. And it raises its head to the 
sky, imagines as-yet-inconceivable worlds of justice and of peace, still so eas-
ily dismissed as feverish fantasies or illogical hopes. This curiosity is politi-
cally resistant. This curiosity is from and for the margins. If the first sort of 
curiosity flourishes in media and technology, while the second settles into 
museums and bureaucracy, this last comes alive in the streets and poetry, in 
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shared meals and political protests. Nabokov once wrote, “Curiosity [ . . . ]  
is insubordination in its purest form.”1 Although not every form of curiosity 
is aptly characterized thus, curiosity’s insubordinate potential has rarely re- 
ceived the attention it deserves. It is this curiosity that forms the focus of the 
present essay.

In what follows, the resistant potential of curiosity will be first framed by 
theories of political curiosity writ large and then explicated through three case 
studies: the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960’s, prison resistance networks 
in the 1970’s, and a more recent initiative for accessible restrooms. From 
these archives, an anatomy of politically resistant curiosity will be drawn.

Theories of Political Curiosity

Across the history of philosophy, curiosity has most often been understood 
as a question of ethics or epistemology. Many thinkers have debated whether 
curiosity is consistent with virtuous and/or scientific inquiry, while others 
have quarreled over precisely what sort of curiosity is most conducive to 
childhood learning and development. Philosophical studies of curiosity have 
therefore developed in dialogue primarily with the fields of theology, science, 
and education.2 While important, these studies have left vastly undertheo-
rized curiosity’s role at the social and civic level. There are, however, untapped 
resources within the history of philosophy from which to draw a theory of 
resistant curiosity. Friedrich Nietzsche, Michel Foucault, and Jacques Der-
rida offer accounts of political struggle that include implicit characterizations 
of an insubordinate curiosity. Whether working against the structures of 
civilization and consciousness, sedimented power relations, or sovereignty, 
Nietzsche, Foucault, and Derrida describe a curiosity capable of an irrever-
ent refusal and creative reconfiguration of the political landscape.

For Nietzsche, human consciousness is the product of civilization, with 
all the dissimulation, repression, and cruelty that it presupposes. Knowledge 
and morality—as the costars of consciousness—are born and bred in a scene 
of struggle. It is upon a landscape ravaged by this struggle that curiosity 
appears. Nietzsche grants that there is a kind of curiosity that runs quickly 
to build up and to build on what has already been built: systems of con-
sciousness, civilized societies, schemas of knowledge, and deep evaluative 
divisions. Such a curiosity contributes to and maintains, however indiffer-
ently, the products of struggle: the distributions and effects of power. This is 
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the “curiosity” of the general populace,3 a “sober, pragmatic curiosity” that 
busies itself with the “curious investigation of . . . countless minutiae.”4 But 
there is another sort of curiosity, one vibrant enough to slip beneath civiliza-
tion and slip through what has become so keenly conscious. This curiosity is 
eminently suspicious. It roots out illusions that maintain the current system, 
highlighting the greed and the hatred that fuels them. It is a “fateful curios-
ity”5 that spells the demise of the status quo and present forms of existence. 
Nietzsche attributes this curiosity to the “free spirit” and “the great libera-
tion.”6 This is the sort of curiosity Nietzsche himself endorses.

Much like Nietzsche, Foucault also conceives of two, warring curiosities 
in the political sphere.7 Across his work, curiosity features first as an arm of 
institutions that identify, catalogue, control, and deploy persons and objects 
in the world. From History of Madness to History of Sexuality, one can trace 
the role of curiosity in the development of psychology and education, penal 
theory and punishment, and sexuality studies and the various professions  
of desire that mark the modern, liberal subject. Although this is patently 
clear conceptually, Foucault uses the term “curiosity” in this regard spar-
ingly, although no less significantly. By contrast, Foucault’s most extended 
and direct discussions of curiosity develop it as a practice of freedom, a tool 
by which people can resist objectification and subjectification. Curiosity,  
he says, refuses to be “immobilized” by reality and is instead determined  
“to throw off familiar ways of thought.”8 Curiosity resists the sedimenta- 
tion of knowledge and power in particular institutions, working instead to 
make things “mobile” and “fluid.”9 He specifically explores this curiosity as a 
tactic of self-transformation,10 as a characteristic of the parrhesiastes who 
speaks truth to power,11 and as an impetus to critical or genealogical schol-
arship.12 In each case, resistant curiosity relentlessly breaks up whatever is 
well-governed and allows people to think, imagine, and behave in counter-
disciplinary ways.

For Derrida there are at least two different sorts of institutionalized curi-
osity against which resistant curiosity works.13 In The Beast and the Sover-
eign, Derrida explores the culture of curiosity as exemplified in pre- and 
postrevolutionary France. On the one hand, there is a scientific curiosity 
that dissects an object in the service of knowledge, cleanly separating one 
thing from another. This curiosity fueled, for example, animal and human 
autopsies. On the other, there is a therapeutic curiosity that confines an 
object in the service of care, definitively isolating one thing from another. 
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This curiosity undergirds the menageries and asylums, which aimed “to 
treat, to care for, . . . to liberate by locking up differently.”14 Derrida argues 
that both are interconnected expressions of sovereignty. That is, they attempt 
to sovereignly control and deny the inherent instability of objects, divisions, 
walls, and procedures. And yet for Derrida there is a third kind of curiosity 
that capitalizes on precisely that instability. In The Animal That Therefore I 
Am, he explores a deconstructive curiosity that resists the sovereign impe-
tus. Such a curiosity not only challenges the illusion of a clean dissection or 
safe confinement, the definitiveness of a position or the stability of an oppo-
sition, but also explores new, untested concepts and lines of argumentation. 
This curiosity is not invested in securing phallogocentric fantasies but aims 
“to track, to sniff, to trail, and to follow” what is as yet unrecognized.15 Inher-
ent in the structure of human language, as much as in the “exploratory be- 
havior” of animals and plants,16 this curiosity welcomes l’avenir.

A brief comparison of these accounts throws into relief the basic contours 
of politically resistant curiosity. For Nietzsche, resistant curiosity is eminently 
suspicious of civilization and rooted in the jubilant force of nature. It is fun-
damentally naturalistic. For Foucault, resistant curiosity is a counterforce  
to disciplinary isolation and biopolitical management, nurturing instead 
vibrant self-transformation and social activism. It is essentially historicized, 
insofar as it develops as counterpoint to contemporary configurations of 
power. For Derrida, resistant curiosity, regardless of time or place, attacks 
the illusion of sovereignty, with its absolute unities and divisions, and instead 
celebrates la différance. It is constitutive of symbolic systems. Thus, against 
civilization, discipline, and sovereignty, resistant curiosity is irreverent and 
courageous, experimental and tactical, responsive and integral. It comes from 
the bottom, from the marginalized, and from the constitutively excluded. It 
is disruptive. It is insubordinate. And it is this curiosity that each theorist 
endorses, in his own way, as a marker of his philosophical activity.

This essay is not concerned, however, with the role of resistant curiosity 
in philosophical work, as important as that is. Instead, in the following  
sections, three case studies of political activism will be analyzed in order to 
extract the anatomical structure of curiosity at work therein. These cases  
are Martin Luther King’s nonviolent direct action, the Prisons Information 
Group’s prison activism, and PISSAR’s work for safe and accessible rest-
rooms. In each case, activists deployed curiosity along several key tracks, 
asking (1) What is going on? (2) What do we need? and (3) What better 
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future can we imagine? These cases of resistant curiosity are in part eluci-
dated by Nietzsche, Foucault, and Derrida’s theories, but they also expand 
beyond those accounts. Ultimately, an analysis of resistant curiosity in these 
specific, localized instances of political action emphasizes the otherwise 
underthought sociality of curiosity. From the subsequent anatomy of resis-
tant curiosity, then, can be drawn an ethics of communal curiosity.

The Civil Rights Movement and Nonviolent Action

Writing from jail during the Birmingham campaign in 1963, Martin Luther 
King Jr. asserts that nonviolent action involves four basic steps: the collec-
tion of facts, negotiation, self-purification, and direct action.17 Bookending 
nonviolent action, then, are two distinct deployments of curiosity. There is 
the curiosity it takes to gather relevant information: the brutal record of 
injustice. This curiosity pits itself against forces of media and government 
that refuse to tell these stories or collect this data. And then there is the curi-
osity that fuels protest. Activists wonder whether or not this will finally be 
enough to change hearts and minds. More than this, activists engage pro-
tests as a tool to grip public attention, throw the status quo into question, 
and generate public recognition that segregation is indeed a problem. Curi-
osity is therefore integral to pursuing an informed, creative reenvisioning of 
a desegregated culture of equals.

King describes the first step of nonviolent action as the “collection of  
facts to determine whether injustices are alive.”18 This is not the later work  
of promulgating a nonviolent philosophy, expanding the existing network  
of activists, tracking the boycotts, sit-ins, protests, and tabulating arrests. 
Instead, this is the sort of information gathering that gets the movement 
started, ignites it with the force of an unjust world that must be changed. The 
Civil Rights Movement, in King’s estimation here, begins by collecting facts 
that indicate the absence of civil rights, the reality of discrimination and 
segregation, and the brute force of violence against African Americans. This 
is a commitment to curiosity, a desire to know the extent of pain and suffer-
ing, the effects of hatred and systemic injustice. Participants collected data 
on the beatings, the sexual assaults, the lynchings, the burning or bombing 
of African American homes and churches, as well as other activities of the 
Ku Klux Klan and the White Citizens Council. They collected data on police 
killings, unjust trials, voter registration restrictions and voter intimidation, 
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housing discrimination, school segregation rates, as well as statistics of un-
employment and restricted employment. They mapped segregated spaces  
in downtown cities and identified merchants specifically responsible. They 
researched and evaluated current laws and policies, at once looking for  
legal resources to support their cause and lacunae where new legislation  
was needed. This is an agonizing curiosity, stemming from pain and met 
with greater pain at witnessing rampant inequality. But it is necessary. It 
comes first.

The fourth and final step of direct action—whether it involves protests, 
demonstrations, marches, sit-ins, or boycotts—also catalyzes curiosity. This 
is not the superficial curiosity of depoliticized young folk who join their 
friends at the picket lines on a whim and may or may not contract any real 
commitment.19 It is instead a curiosity that generates and is generated by 
crisis. King states that the power of direct action lies in its ability to build a 
state of creative tension that breaks one’s bondage to myth and prejudice, 
pushes one to rethink what is taken for granted, and fuels subsequent efforts 
at understanding.20 King reminds his readers of Socrates, the nonviolent gad-
fly who aimed “to create a tension in the mind so that individuals could rise 
from the bondage of myths and half-truths to the unfettered realm of cre-
ative analysis and objective appraisal.”21 Being a gadfly, for Socrates, involved 
a meddlesome inquisitiveness directed at people of good standing22 and 
about things one ought not to question.23 It was Socrates’s commitment to 
questions outside the confines of religion, politics, or established values that 
rattled the Athenian populace, opening up the possibility of radical intellec
tual and social change. Following King’s line of comparison, then, the civil 
rights protests were arguably Socratic catalysts for public curiosity.

In The Psychology of Nonviolence, Leroy H. Pelton argues that the power 
of nonviolent protest, particularly that employed by the Civil Rights Move-
ment, lies in its ability to ignite curiosity in the general public around here-
tofore unrecognized injustices.24 Pelton relies heavily on Daniel Berlyne’s 
classic study Conflict, Arousal, and Curiosity. Berlyne argues that concept- 
ual conflict—or ideational incongruity—is the primary impetus to epistemic 
curiosity, which he defines as “the brand of arousal that motivates the quest 
for knowledge and is relieved when knowledge is procured.”25 For Pelton the 
protest form naturally creates conceptual conflict for the general public, 
which is presented with a manifestation of social and ideological discord.  
In order for that protest to best promote curiosity, and in turn facilitate  
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attitudinal change, it needs to strike a careful balance. Its message must be 
complex enough to attract attention, but simple enough to defray natural 
resistance.26 It must be novel enough to generate interest, but repeated often 
enough to increase the pleasure of familiarity.27 While psychologists con-
tinue to debate the nature and causes of curiosity,28 current theorists remain 
indebted to Berlyne’s framework. Todd Kashdan’s Curiosity and Exploration 
Inventory I and II,29 for example, reinforces curiosity’s attraction to novelty 
and complexity, as well as its willingness to endure the anxiety of conflict  
or uncertainty. While these elements may not be sufficient for curiosity in 
the final analysis, their importance underscores the continued relevance of 
Pelton’s account of the efficacy of political protest.

The Civil Rights Movement, then, utilized curiosity as a fundamental  
tactic of political resistance from the earliest stages of nonviolent action to 
full-blown protests and decisive acts of noncooperation. W. E. B. Du Bois 
opens Souls of Black Folk with the remark that “between me and the other 
world there is always an unasked question . . . [:] How does it feel to be a 
problem?”30 How does it feel to be Black in a white world? But the question 
is not asked honestly; it is never explicit. As Franz Fanon would later put it, 
the white man affords his Black counterpart “nothing but indifference, or a 
paternalistic curiosity.”31 For a group or an individual that is consistently the 
object of a gloating, a punishing, or a half-hearted question, it is immeasur-
ably powerful to become the subject of questions, the source-point of curi-
osity. Part of the power of the Civil Rights Movement lies in the way African 
Americans took ownership of their own curiosity and demanded public rec-
ognition of it. They identified what institutions needed to be questioned, 
what information needed to be gathered, and what future needed to be 
imagined. The movement then worked to educate the curiosity, concern, 
and creativity of the broader public. In doing so it deployed inquiry and 
imagination—deployed curiosity—as a tactic of political resistance.

The Prisons Information Group and  
Prison Resistance Networks

It is a little-known fact that one of the foundational texts in critical prison 
studies, Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, was the product of three 
intense years of prison activism.32 Foucault founded and led a movement 
called the Prisons Information Group (the GIP), active between 1970 and 
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1973. A vibrant coalition of prisoners, ex-prisoners, their families, doctors, 
lawyers, academics, and other professionals, this group worked to collect 
and share information about the prison gathered from prisoners themselves. 
The GIP deployed its resistance effort on multiple levels, not least of which 
was curiosity. For the GIP the prison must be made into a question.33 And  
it is prisoners—not the penitentiary administration—who should be asked 
about it. Prison resistance in early 1970’s France, then, was marked by a dis-
tinct war over curiosity.

The GIP’s first act was to generate a questionnaire for dissemination to 
prisoners. Organizers were keen to insist, in the accompanying leaflet, “this 
is not a sociological inquiry, a curiosity-inquiry, it is an intolerance-inquiry.”34 
What is the distinction here? In a similar statement published shortly there-
after, Foucault again characterizes the questionnaire as an “intolerance-
inquiry.” He explains, “We do not make our inquiry in order to accumulate 
knowledge, but to heighten our intolerance and make it an active intoler-
ance.”35 The enterprise of gathering information from prisoners was not an 
academic one. It did not seek the acquisition of information for informa-
tion’s sake. Nor was the enterprise curious in a banal sense, attracted to the 
spectacle of the prison fetish. Instead, it was an act of intolerance. As Daniel 
Defert would put it two months later, distributing the questionnaires was 
“not sociological work” but “a political act.”36 It was the work of people with 
intimate ties to the prison and a staunch conviction of its intolerability. And 
it aimed to incite the public to recognize and treat the prison as “intolera-
ble.”37 One might then say it was driven not by a banal but by an intolerant, 
already-politicized curiosity.

Fundamental to the GIP initiative was the practice of asking prisoners 
themselves to describe prison conditions, assess the penal system, and formu
late necessary reforms. As the group repeatedly stated, it worked “à donner 
la parole,” or “to give the floor,” to prisoners.38 From its outset, the GIP in- 
sisted that, despite official penitentiary reports, the prison remained a “black 
box,”39 about which little if any truth was known. To rectify this situation, 
the GIP developed an investigation through which “questions were really 
addressed by detainees to detainees.”40 This meant that the center of curios-
ity shifted. Through the investigation’s questionnaire, ex-prisoners asked cur-
rent prisoners to report basic facts about their food, work, mail, medical care, 
visiting rights, and prison discipline.41 But they also asked open-ended, evalu-
ative questions: “Do you have any comments about the [prison] rules?”42 
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“What comments do you have about this investigation or questionnaire?”43 
Furthermore, they asked politicized questions: “What is intolerable?”44 “What 
is unbearable?”45 and “What are the most scandalous aspects of penitentiary 
life you want people to focus on?”46 The breadth of these questions posi-
tioned prisoners as the chief source of objective details and reflective assess-
ments of the penitentiary system.

For three years, the GIP published pamphlet after pamphlet, disseminat-
ing the material gathered from prisoners to the wider world.47 In doing so it 
aspired not only to enhance societal awareness of the prison but to force the 
broader public to recognize the prison as a problem and therefore take it as 
a question. According to Foucault’s retrospective assessment, the GIP posed 
“the problem not of the political regime in prisons, but of the prison regime 
itself. . . . The problem was this: What is prison?”48 This meant it laid bare the 
intolerable nature of incarceration not in order to instigate reform but rather 
to cast doubt on the entire institution. It asked, Why punish by confinement? 
Why exercise social control in this manner? For the GIP, “the existence of 
prisons posed problems, just as much as what happened there”; members 
therefore resisted making any proposals for reform, saying they “wanted  
no prescription, no recipe, and no prophecy.”49 The GIP problematized the 
prison. This is not yet the rich sense of problematization Foucault would later 
develop in his reflections on genealogy, but it does require the same “curios-
ity and scrutiny.”50 It does hang the same giant question mark over an accepted 
social institution. The political project of making the prison a question and 
centering prisoners’ voices on that question was not a project of resolution. 
It was an enterprise to shift the center weight and the contours of curiosity.

The GIP’s effort met with significant resistance from various quarters, 
perhaps chief among which were the police and the media. According to 
organizers, the French police were already part and parcel of the prison 
problem.51 They targeted the poor, tortured racial minorities, beat detainees, 
killed protestors, and consistently used a heavy hand for slight infractions.52 
The police made special effort to combat the GIP’s attempted shift of curios-
ity, breaking up groups of visitors, families, organizers, and protestors as 
they congregated outside prison doors.53 They were also quick to confiscate 
lists of demands prisoners hurled over the walls and arrest anyone caught 
collecting them.54 In its turn the media launched smear campaigns, taking 
swipes at GIP leaders and accusing them of self-aggrandizement.55 It also 
levied accusations of deception and drunkenness against prisoners involved 
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in the GIP’s various information campaigns.56 And the media refused to 
publish journalistic submissions from prisoners themselves. As Foucault 
would remark with exasperation, “When detainees speak, it poses such a 
problem.”57 The police and the media together, therefore, worked to exclude 
prisons as well as prisoners from the realm of inquiry, from the purview of 
political curiosity.

The GIP provides a rich case study of the role of curiosity in the 1970’s 
French prison resistance movement. For them, the prison must be a ques-
tion, and it is prisoners who must be asked about it. The GIP’s work cast a 
staple institution into doubt and recast the field of appropriate informants.  
It fought to make known what was hidden, to make heard those who were 
silenced. It cultivated in the French public a new, robust, and ethically in- 
formed desire to know what about the penal system remained unknown.

PISSAR and Queer/Crip Coalition

In the United States, bathrooms have always been a political space. As a his-
torical centerpiece of segregation and unequal accommodation, bathrooms 
have been, by turns, targeted as a feminist issue, a race issue, a disability 
issue, and a transgender issue. Getting “ladies rooms” in the first place took 
political organizing, and today many people demand better provisions for 
menstruation and lactation. After the racial desegregation of restrooms, 
there remain significantly fewer public restrooms in low-income communi-
ties of color. ADA standards, while hard won, are unreliably met across U.S. 
accommodations. Transgender people consistently face discrimination and 
violence in whichever restroom they choose to use. Moreover, the inacces-
sibility of public restrooms for homeless people, low-income people, and 
street workers has been a sustained national problem. Given these various 
forms of inequality, scattered across multiple axes of oppression, the bath-
room has been an inescapable source of agitation, locus of activism, and 
object of political resistance movements.58 Curiosity has been a driving force 
and key tactic for these efforts. Organizers have utilized curiosity to collect 
necessary information, to make restrooms a question, and to shift the locus 
of inquiry in bathroom politics.

Curiosity was highly significant for a group called PISSAR (People in 
Search of Safe and Accessible Restrooms), active at the University of Califor-
nia, Santa Barbara, from 2003 to 2004.59 For PISSAR, which was a coalition 
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between disabled, trans, and/or genderqueer students, including and along-
side those with menstruation and childcare needs, the structure of fully acces-
sible public accommodations was unclear and therefore opened up for debate. 
This made the entire nexus of existing campus bathrooms a locus of politi-
cized curiosity. Bathrooms had to become an issue in campus culture, while 
current bathrooms had to be mapped, evaluated, and ultimately changed.60 
PISSAR members—including undergraduates, graduate students, staff, and 
community members—started by posing questions to the student body:

What do we need from bathrooms? What elements are necessary to make  
a bathroom functional for everyone? To make it safe? To make it a private  
and respectful space? Whose bodies are excluded from the typical restroom? 
More important, what kind of bodies are assumed in the design of these bath-
rooms? Who has the privilege (we call it pee-privilege) of never needing to 
think about these issues, of always knowing that any given bathroom will meet 
one’s needs?61

By piquing public curiosity, PISSAR problematized the otherwise everyday 
institution of the bathroom.

The media campaign was only the first step. The second involved the 
aptly named “PISSAR patrols,”62 which were groups of three people, ideally of 
varying genders, canvassing campus to catalogue and assess its bathrooms. 
All PISSAR patrols were equipped with team shirts, gloves, measuring tape, 
clipboards, and a checklist. Folks on PISSAR patrol were to be scientists,  
to be investigators and explorers, anthropologists and geographers. They 
recorded, in meticulous detail, the location, signage, urinal and stall mea-
surements, latches, knobs, grab bars, flush levers, dispensers (toilet-seat cov-
ers, tampons, soap, paper towels), and changing tables of each restroom. 
Members retroactively characterized the four-page checklist as “a manifesto 
of sorts,” because it modeled “queer coalition-building by incorporating dis-
ability, genderqueer, childcare, and menstruation issues into one document, 
refusing single-issue analysis.”63 Results from the patrols were collated into a 
map, which helped students locate more accessible restrooms on campus. 
The map was also, however, a “consciousness-raising tool” for those “who 
have never had to think about bathrooms.”64 PISSAR’s cartographic effort 
was ultimately an advocacy effort. Not only did the patrols cultivate mem-
bers’ own “imagination” about the future of accessible restrooms,65 but they 
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also got chancellors curious enough to ask, “What kind of bodies are we 
talking about here?”66 and eventually led to renewed university commit-
ments to accessibility.

Activism around restroom access is not alone in its deployment of curios-
ity. In fact, the culture of segregation and discrimination targeting variously 
gendered, raced, and abled bodies results repeatedly in the conversion of 
public accommodations into sharply guarded territories, policed with quick 
and cutting interrogations, in which accusatory questions are wielded as in- 
struments of control and exclusion. One of the many ways people police 
restrooms is by inquisition: “Are you lost? Are you a . . . what the fuck are 
you? Where’s your ID? What kind of plumbing you got, huh? What’s in those 
pants!”67 Sheila Cavanagh calls it “gender-based interrogation.”68 The Free  
to Pee group, started at George Brown College in 2012 and self-described as 
a PISSAR spin-off, highlights the complexity of this moment: “Discrimina-
tion comes in many forms, and it is not always easy to know why someone 
is asking you questions or telling you to leave the restroom.”69 Some may 
kindly pretend not to notice, while others will call security or attack you 
physically (sometimes with a weapon). And they may do so out of culturally, 
religiously, or ideologically bred attachment to this particular sanctuary of 
the gender binary. Curious stares and accusatory questions serve this end.

Restroom resistance movements have, by and large, worked against this 
use of the question to target, ostracize, and exclude, to rip away welcome and 
destroy belonging. Instead, they have deployed curiosity to ask honestly 
about the pain and institutional failure experienced so heavily by marginal-
ized people. And they have also relied on curiosity to reignite and to reorga-
nize their own political imagination.70

These three cases—the Civil Rights Movement, the Prisons Information 
Group, and PISSAR—provide material from which to draw an anatomy of 
politically resistant curiosity. As Nietzsche, Foucault, and Derrida’s accounts 
suggest, curiosity in these cases is always a force on both sides of political 
struggle. Curiosity is not essentially insubordinate. Sometimes, and perhaps 
more often than not, it works in the service of established institutions, which 
predefine appropriate objects, subjects, and avenues of inquiry. Questions 
may be used to further this inquiry or to protect it from the threat of other 
knowledge formations. When curiosity’s insubordinate potential is tapped, 
however, it investigates the suffering of the marginalized, it casts radical 
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doubt on the status quo, and it fearlessly imagines new and better futures. 
Insubordinate curiosity also shifts who is consulted, who gets asked for their 
political wisdom. More than fleshing out the anatomy of resistant curiosity, 
moreover, these case studies launch a specific challenge to the accounts of 
canonical philosophers. Dispensing with any illusion of independent—let 
alone solitary—curiosity, political resistance movements illuminate the 
undertheorized sociality of curiosity. Curiosity is not, in these cases, the iso-
lated characteristic of a genius or a rebel. It is collective and it is communal. 
What the anatomy of resistant curiosity produces, then, is a depiction of 
collective curiosity.

Curiosity in political resistance movements is first of all deployed against 
already-established configurations of knowledge and inquiry. In the Civil 
Rights Movement, stories and data of segregation were not being generated 
through the official channels and needed to be built by the Black community. 
Perhaps one of the most powerful exemplars of this work is the “Evidence” 
chapter in We Charge Genocide (1951), which insists that “this widespread 
failure to record crimes against the Negro people is in itself an index to 
genocide.”71 But conversely, conservative white media deployed questions in 
order to resist desegregation by fanning the flames of racism and red fear.72 
Likewise, for the GIP the official prison reports failed to represent prisoners’ 
voices, and the media refused to incorporate them. But when Dr. Edith 
Rose, a prison psychologist, wrote a damning report of Toul prison in 1971, 
the penitentiary administration dismissed it with a question: Did you see all  
of this with your own eyes?73 Restroom organizing, too, has developed hand 
in hand with data collection, from PISSAR’s rudimentary map to extensive 
academic reports.74 But questions about users’ genders, moreover, are repeat-
edly used to police nonnormative bodies in restrooms.75 It is not, therefore, 
the case that curiosity is absent from the status quo, but rather that it is 
governed and deployed in maintaining current political structures.

Against this established schematic of inquiry, resistance movements utilize 
curiosity insubordinately in at least four specific ways. First, they investigate 
the state of affairs for disempowered groups. What are the elements and 
effects of segregation, intolerable prison conditions, or inaccessible restrooms? 
An investigation of this sort asks targeted questions about marginalized ex- 
periences, questions that gather the information necessary to inform later 
strategies of struggle and reimaginations of the political landscape. Second, 
these resistance movements shifted not only the topic of inquiry but the 
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people being asked. The Civil Rights Movement asked the Black community 
about segregation, the GIP asked prisoners about prison conditions, and 
PISSAR asked genderqueer and disabled students about inaccessible bath-
rooms. In changing the directionality of curiosity, these movements changed 
who could speak and who could be heard. Insubordinate curiosity trans-
forms the politics of voice and ear. Third, these movements launched major 
efforts to change what got recognized as a question or a problem. Targeting 
the government, the administration, and the public, they used questions  
not only to destabilize the unquestioned character of race, prisons, and rest-
rooms but to make them questionable in their own right. While the formal 
effect of this effort was external consciousness raising, it also reconfigured 
the terrain of officially endorsed sites of inquiry. Fourth, they asked, “What 
do we need? What would a new future of care look like? And how can ques-
tions help us dream?” It is the courage to throw off familiar ways, to radically 
shift perspective, to believe change is possible, and to populate collective 
visions with the still unthinkable that fuels such movements. This is the 
anatomy of politically resistant curiosity.

The challenge that these cases pose to traditional theories of political 
curiosity is their inescapable qualification of curiosity as communal. If politi
cal thought is to adequately engage with resistance movements, it is critical 
that collective curiosity be theorized. Although Nietzsche places curiosity 
squarely in the midst of political struggle, his privileged figures of libera- 
tory curiosity are himself,76 his ideal reader—that “monster of courage and 
curiosity,”77 and the free spirit of the future.78 It is his rare references to curi-
osity as shared, for instance, among “we Europeans of the day after tomor-
row,”79 that must be theorized. Likewise, although Foucault describes a battle 
between institutionalized curiosity and resistant curiosity, his best-known 
paradigms of resistant curiosity are singular: himself, the parrhesiastes, and 
the intellectual.80 More work must be done to wrest Foucauldian practices of 
freedom from the frameworks of solitary askesis and center them in com-
munities of resistance. As Foucault says in a late interview, “What is good is 
something that comes through innovation. . . . The good is defined by us, it 
is practiced, it is invented. And this is a collective work.”81 Again, for Der-
rida, forms of curiosity by turns buoy and belie sovereign displays of power. 
He locates a curiosity coincident with deconstruction in himself and his cat, 
Lewis Carroll’s Alice and Melville’s Bartleby.82 Relocating curiosity from the 
solitary philosopher to the crowd, from the intrepid animal to the packs and 
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the herds, from a single plant to the network of organic life—that is what 
must be done. Collective curiosity is what we must now think.

Once the role of curiosity in political resistance movements is recognized, 
a whole series of questions follow relative to the ethics of curiosity. Even if one 
grants the claim that political resistance, on behalf of marginalized groups, 
is a good in itself, and the further claim that curiosity used in the service of 
such a good is ethical, a myriad of issues remain unresolved. What are the 
best ways to cultivate a collective curiosity? What is the responsibility of an 
individual to engage in collective curiosity in the service of political resis-
tance? What are the strongest ethical criteria for collecting stories and data 
from marginalized communities? What are best protocols for facilitating  
the voices of those who are otherwise silenced? How can publicity be used 
responsibly in the effort to problematize current political institutions? And 
what are the constraints of an ethical imagination? Whatever the answers  
to these questions, ethical and epistemological debates about curiosity can 
no longer remain depoliticized. Instead, they must engage the undeniably 
vibrant role curiosity plays in insubordination.
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Curiosity at the End  
of the World

Women, Fiction, Electricity

Hilary M. Schor

The end of inquiry is no longer to make wonder stop, but to let it begin.
—Lorraine Daston, “Wonder and the End of Inquiry”

It is possible to survive all this but not unaltered.
—Emily St. John Mandel, Station Eleven

Well, it’s nice that at least the celebrity gossip survived.
—Emily St. John Mandel, Station Eleven

Who doesn’t want to know how the world ends? A bang, a whimper, a 
flare of light, the growing cold. Meteors hurtle toward us, zombies 

attack us, we huddle once again by the campfire, but now grounded air-
planes shimmer in the dark. Perhaps. But this is not an essay about the end 
of the world; rather, it is an essay about the beginning of a new form of curi-
osity, the reformulation of the central terms of the present volume. My pri-
mary text offers a particularly beautiful meditation on the end of the world 
as we know it. For in that fictional universe, as Emily St. John Mandel imag-
ines it, “What was lost in the collapse: almost everything, almost everyone, 
but there is still such beauty.” For her, as for me, curiosity itself becomes an 
object of inquiry around which readers and characters alike circle:

Twilight in the altered world, a performance of A Midsummer Night’s Dream in 
a parking lot in the mysteriously named town of St. Deborah by the Water, 
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Lake Michigan shining a half mile away. Kirsten as Titania, a crown of flowers 
on her close-cropped hair, the jagged scar on her cheek-bone half-erased by 
candlelight. The audience is silent. Sayid, circling her in a tuxedo that Kirsten 
found in a dead man’s closet near the town of East Jordan: “Tarry, rash wanton. 
Am I not thy lord?”1

Here, at our introduction to the new world of Station Eleven, more than just 
the town is “mysteriously named.” Shakespeare has somehow survived; a 
woman with close-cropped hair has been scarred and transformed by can-
dlelight, and we, like the audience, wait in silence. If the novel is to be more 
than a dead man’s closet (and I believe it is), it, too, must tarry like a wanton, 
wandering and standing still at the same moment, ever curious.

Hence the question with which I must begin: What does curiosity have to 
do with the novel? To ask this question is immediately to fall into disrepu-
table company, for no less a critic than E. M. Forster, in his justly famous 
Aspects of the Novel, scorned the curious reader as an idiot who asks only 
“And then? And then?”2 And yet, without readerly curiosity, would anyone 
ever read a novel? For by curiosity, I do not mean merely what happened 
when and to whom. Rather, I take curiosity to be a world-building activity, 
one that catches readers in its grip. This sense of curiosity as a force that  
creates as well as interrogates reality, tying the world of the novel to that of 
the reader, has increasingly informed cultural criticism. Lorraine Daston 
and Katharine Park brilliantly expose the ways curiosity went from being a 
sin, a form of speculative spying that should belong only to God, to forming 
the roots of scientific inquiry.3 Critics such as John Eisner, Mieke Bal, and 
Jean Baudrillard have re-limned the “culture of collecting”;4 Susan Stewart 
in On Longing has moved from Freud to Derrida to Bakhtin, reanimating 
“the secret life of things.”5 That secret life is the heart of the novel, a genre 
that grows up alongside virtuosi, Wunderkammern, micrography, and doll-
houses. Without curiosity, no fiction; and in turn, every act of curiosity 
involves some act of fiction, some extension of the here and now into the 
“might have been” and “what if,” a cloth-bound perspective box. As we look 
at the world, we are aware of ourselves looking at it, but to be curious is also 
to be committed to imagining another world, or at least worldview. If a “fic-
tion” is literally a made thing (fingere: to form, to contrive), so too is curios-
ity (cura: to care, to cure, to be careful, to be odd and to look at oddities), and 
both unfold in time as well as space. Yet curiosity is not a way of seeing that 
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unfolds entirely of our own making; it requires that we take a step backward 
and let the world work on us. Curiosity is a way of keeping the story going 
into the future.

As I turn to Mandel’s version of curiosity, the curiosity at the end of the 
world (a world that may in fact have no future), my view grows out of my 
understanding of curiosity as a narrative mode deeply tied to the rise of 
feminism. In Curious Subjects: Women and the Trials of Realism,6 I argue that 
the curious heroine serves as a kind of experimental thermometer for the 
novel, going beyond what her culture told her she needed to know, moving 
from the confines of the home and the marriage plot into the wider world. 
Starting with John Milton’s Eve in Paradise Lost, the heroine’s quest for 
knowledge shaped the novel as a genre and kept it fluent as culture changed. 
The novel is the definitive modern genre because it can incorporate not  
only new facts but new ways of organizing knowledge. It does not merely tell 
us stories, it prepares us to take the measure of the world. But if curiosity, 
women, and the novel were inseparably bound together at the rise of the 
novel, what has happened since then—and what will happen next? How will 
the novel stay curious; how will it again teach us how to be curious, when the 
world as we know it comes to an end?

The question is less odd than it seems. The novel is the cockroach of lit
erary genres in part because it thrives at moments of cultural crisis. When 
the novel emerged from earlier forms of fiction, particularly the “romance,” 
with its surreal heroes and heroines, it did so, as its name suggests, by purvey-
ing the news, or by making the “news” fictional.7 The earliest novels in the 
English tradition were romans-à-clef, skirting libel laws by providing readers 
with the very choicest gossip in a variety of narrative forms: the epistolary 
novel, updated travel stories, current affairs of the court rendered by skep
tical but eager narrators. All of these genres began by removing readers from 
what we might now call their “comfort zones.” In a society where many were 
rising, so was the novel. Only gradually did the novel put its feet more firmly 
on the ground, introducing us to characters more like us: Robinson Crusoe, 
Pamela Andrews, Tom Jones, even the more bizarrely named Tristram Shandy. 
We can trust that no activity will be performed by these characters that we 
could not perform ourselves. No supernatural beings will intervene on their 
behalf, and they will walk in a world recognizably our own.

Yet despite this grounding in the real world, the novel traffics in new kinds 
of information and trains its heroine to recognize and interrogate new forms 
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of knowledge. When “a young female . . . makes . . . her first appearance upon 
the great and busy stage of life, with a virtuous mind, a cultivated under-
standing, and a feeling heart,” as Frances Burney puts it, “her ignorance of 
the forms, and inexperience in the manners, of the world” also make for a 
great adventure.8 To sort this new world, the heroine needs a kind of opera-
tional manual, and yet the guidebook to wonderland is never enough. As 
Evelina, Clarissa, Pamela, Justine, all encounter the world, they discover its 
rules, but they also prove themselves the exception. The novel flaunts its role 
as both conduct book and lab experiment, serving at one and the same time 
as a useful collection of maxims and a subversive prompt book for puckish 
bad students.

The nineteenth-century novel wonders something else and it walks down 
very different streets. So curious is the would-be Victorian novelist that he 
will venture beyond the limits of what has passed for knowledge even in 
these “novels of the present day.” Charting an unknown territory, the novel-
ist begins to wander like a “traveller in the poor man’s country,” as William 
Makepeace Thackeray put it.9 This is a world, as Thackeray says, available  
to anyone willing to walk out his own front door. But most readers were not, 
and for them, there were always novels, particularly once Dickens took up 
his pen in the late 1830s. In the world of Charles Dickens, collections of curi-
osities abound, both in the form of strange objects and in inquiring char
acters. Dickens is clever enough to play with our interest in his sources: his 
prefaces revel in “real life” examples of phenomena he presents (collapsing 
houses, spontaneous combustion, governmental bureaucracies that inspired 
the Barnacles) and the pages draw us not into some teeming mass of “outcast 
London” but into particularized worlds curated by decidedly idiosyncratic 
speakers, each at home on his corner or in her alleyway, offering us far more 
information about their lives (and far more backstory hidden away till a 
suitable moment of revelation) than we could have thought possible.

Indeed, Dickens, that “special correspondent for posterity,”10 was there 
before even Henry Mayhew, the intrepid author of London Labour and the 
London Poor, perhaps the greatest compendium of nineteenth-century daily 
life.11 In Mayhew’s four overstuffed volumes, the materials of Victorian life 
abound: the trinkets found by the Thames mudlarks; the dog dung collected 
by “pure-finders,” both the high-price ones, who are paid to clean out ken-
nels, and the scavengers who scour the streets; the whirling words and price-
less patter of the ballad hawkers, rivaling the telegraph in their speed in 
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bringing the news to market; the girls yearning for sprats, girls not educated 
but canny, aware, and alert. What the novel adds to Mayhew’s compelling 
inquiry is a plot: Dickens doesn’t just continue to seek out new ways of inter-
rogating the world, incorporating the anonymous interviewer who disappears 
silently into his investigations, but integrates our curious gaze with the for-
tunes of the plucky heroine who moves beyond her sphere and acts as a social 
investigator, entering the homes and hearts of the poor. In novels like Dombey 
and Son, Bleak House, and Hard Times, the heroines go beyond their assigned 
spheres, but the kind of “homework” they carry out transforms readers’ 
hearts and heads, or so the theory of the realist novel at midcentury would 
argue. These texts take the curious heroine on a wandering path, carrying us 
far beyond the narrow walls of the miserable, lonely, cranky self.

The novel has in short always done double work: at once making the 
world familiar and estranging us from it, teaching us to see and giving  
us a sentimental education, offering us a coherent plot through which to 
organize the things and people we encounter, but also setting us a little  
off-balance as it takes us somewhere “new” and newsworthy. But if the 
eighteenth-century novel was a manual of conduct, telling the ambitious 
heroine how to behave as she aspired to a new social position, and the 
nineteenth-century novel brought us a museum, a wonder-house of previ-
ously unknown objects in a previously unknown world (Sprats! Pure-
finders! Statistics and stutterings!), what happens when the world is emptied 
of people, when objects are no longer recognizable, when the world, as we 
know it, comes to an end? What kind of curious readers and curious hero-
ines will be possible at the end of the world?

This is the question Emily St. John Mandel takes up in her Station Eleven, 
a novel that begins in the world as we know it and turns that world into the 
world of before and after, killing off not only 99.9 percent of the population 
but all the statisticians prepared to tell us about it. Following a massive out-
break of the beautifully named “Georgian flu,” “civilization [is] an archi
pelago of small towns [that] had fought off ferals, buried their neighbors, 
lived and died and suffered together in the blood-drenched years just after 
the collapse, survived against unspeakable odds and then only by holding 
together into the calm” (48). The novel, too, must find new ways of surviving 
against the odds, “holding together into the calm.” After an event that shat-
ters the conventional multiplot novel, disrupting entirely the relationships of 
people, objects, and plot on which the novel also depended, Mandel needs a 
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form of curiosity that will meld time frames, that will create networks with-
out familiar webs, that can see the world in a snow globe—and she needs a 
very different form of the novel to depict it. While in some ways she stays 
true to my model of curiosity, continuing to focus on a single heroine whom 
we meet at the end of civilization and follow until the lights come back on 
(perhaps) at the end, she disrupts our idea of curiosity as well, making both 
readers and characters archeologists of the everyday. For, as Lorraine Daston 
once promised of the modern world, “The end of inquiry is no longer to 
make wonder stop, but to let it begin.”

For that reason, the disruption of all we think we know, Station Eleven 
begins not with the plague but with a play, in a confetti of fake snow, on the 
stage of a Toronto theater, where King Lear is raging against the storm, as the 
three young actresses who played the younger versions of Goneril, Regan, 
and Cordelia once again sit on stage, playing a clapping game. The actor 
playing Lear, Arthur Leander, suffers a heart attack and reaches out blindly, 
striking the stage set as he misjudges his relationship to objects, dying in 
character but in a line from elsewhere in the play. “The wren goes to’t,”  
mutters Lear, and “Jeevan, who knew the play very well, realize[s] that the 
actor had skipped back twelve lines” (3). The curtain comes down abruptly, 
and Jeevan Chaudary, a former paparazzo turned entertainment reporter, 
now a trainee EMT, who has leapt onto the stage to try to resuscitate Arthur, 
finds himself in the uncanny space of the now bright-lit stage. “Not quite  
a room,” he thinks, “too transitory, all those doorways and dark spaces 
between wings, the missing ceiling” (5). In a play on words that will echo 
throughout the novel, “It was more like a terminal, he thought, a train sta-
tion or an airport, everyone passing quickly through.” But he waits in the 
artificial light, comforting a child actress, Kirsten Raymonde, who played 
one of the daughters. The actors scatter, a few remaining, while the body is 
removed, and Jeevan walks away from the plastic snow into a real snowstorm 
in Toronto and, as he enters the park in the cold night, into the coming 
plague. While he has been in the theater, the Georgian flu has come to North 
America, and the disease is beginning to devastate the world. Or so we learn 
almost casually, as we return briefly to the theater, where the stage manager, 
Edgar, Gloucester, a makeup artist, Goneril, and an executive producer who 
had been in the audience, remain at the theater bar, toasting Arthur: “Of all 
of them there at the bar that night, the bartender was the one who survived 
the longest. He died three weeks later on the road out of the city” (15).
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All of them dead, the last of them three weeks later on the road out of the 
city. What to do? As Jeevan learns of the flu, he takes his lessons from his 
literary training. “Jeevan’s understanding of disaster preparedness was based 
entirely on action movies, but, on the other hand he’d seen a lot of action 
movies” (21). Fiction, even if lowbrow fiction, comes through. He knows  
to buy lots of water, canned goods, toilet paper; only on his last trip to the 
late-night grocery store does he buy flowers. That is all that happens. Or 
more precisely, there are two things that do not happen at the beginning of 
the novel: we do not see anyone die of the flu, and we do not hear from a 
single medical expert or textbook or talking head. Such information as we 
have in the moment of urgency is disseminated from Jeevan’s best friend, 
Hua, an emergency room doctor who calls to warn him: “You remember the 
SARS epidemic? . . . You told me to call you if there was ever a real epidemic. 
We’ve admitted over two hundred flu patients since the morning[,] . . . a 
hundred and sixty in the past three hours. . . . You get exposed to this, you’re 
sick within hours” (18, 20). We hear Hua begin to cough, we see some people 
expressing vague alarm on the television, and then we huddle with Jeevan  
in an apartment with his crippled brother, as his brother ghostwrites the 
autobiography of a celebrity philanthropist whose name he has vowed to 
protect (and he does). And we also see the ramifications of the death of 
Arthur Leander, the King who died onstage (“the wren goes to’t”), as Arthur’s 
lawyer calls his best friend and his best friend calls his ex-wives. All these 
characters are briefly gathered into “an incident,” Arthur’s death, the same 
characters whom the rest of the novel will attempt to reconnect. Later in the 
novel we will return to that quiet Toronto apartment and watch the lights  
go out and the TV stations shut down; we will learn that if you got sick,  
you were dead in forty-eight hours; we will watch, in keeping with the tra
dition of the novel, the end of “the news”—both the turning-off, forever, of 
the cameras, and the web, and the grid, and the end of anything happening 
but chaos. But now we watch the end of the world we recognize. As Mandel 
puts it in the short chapter that ends part 1 of the novel:

AN INCOMPLETE LIST:
No more diving into pools of chlorinated water lit green from below. No 

more ball games played out under floodlights. No more porch lights with 
moths fluttering on summer nights. No more trains running under the surface 
of cities on the dazzling power of the electric third rail. No more cities. No 
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more films, except rarely, except with a generator drowning out half the dia-
logue, and only then for the first little while until the fuel for the generators  
ran out, because automobile gas goes stale after two or three years. Aviation 
gas lasts longer, but it was difficult to come by. (31)

The lists go on, until the chapter ends, and with it the first section of the 
book:

No more Internet. No more social media, no more scrolling through litanies  
of dreams and nervous hopes and photographs of lunches, cries for help and 
expressions of contentment and relationship-status updates with heart icons 
whole or broken, places to meet up later, pleas, complaints, desires, pictures  
of babies dressed as bears or peppers for Halloween. No more reading and 
commenting on the lives of others, and in so doing, feeling slightly less alone 
in the room. No more avatars. (32)

And with that (Why no more avatars? Why is that the last line?) the old 
world ends.

Or does it? Jeevan Chaudary’s immediate thought had been that “this ill-
ness Hua was describing was going to be the divide between a before and  
an after, a line drawn through his life” (20). And in some ways that is true. 
The novel will pick up twenty years after that first night, and so many things 
will fall into the “no more” list. We are no longer in Jeevan’s presence, no 
longer in the comforting space of a Toronto theater; instead, we are on the 
road with a group of musicians and actors, the “Traveling Symphony,” in a 
caravan made up of repurposed pick-up trucks (all the automotive parts, 
those that needed fuel, are long gone), and only when we find Kirsten Ray-
monde, no longer a child but still an actress, do we know where we are:

‘Enter Lear,’ Kirsten said. Twenty years earlier, in a life she mostly couldn’t 
remember, she had had a small nonspeaking role in a short-lived Toronto pro-
duction of King Lear. Now she walked in sandals whose soles had been cut 
from an automobile tire, three knives in her belt. (35)

We are not used to “short-lived” being quite so literal, and it is with that 
hanging over us that we hear Kirsten continue, “Mad . . . . Fantastically 
dressed with wild flowers” (35). And if we, like Jeevan, are aficionados of 
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disaster, in our case fictional dystopias, we are fairly certain what we will 
read next: a short while down the road, we will stop exactly long enough for 
someone to tell us the story of “what went wrong.” Exposition will briefly 
disrupt (or not so briefly, given the chattiness of such expository blowhards) 
the forward motion into more disaster, and then the talking will stop and  
we will get on with the apocalypse. Zombies will come, or violent refugees, 
or peaceful survivors lighting matches against the darkness, or canny ped-
dlers, trading in news and sexual favors. (Yes, you read that novel, too.)  
Utopian novels, for what it is worth, follow a similar pattern: a resident of 
our world magically awakens in another world, wonders just how everyone 
became so peace-loving and well-fed, and The Oldest Inhabitant is dragged 
out to retell the founding story. We were violent; the world ended; we began 
again. Welcome to our paradise—and please, feel free to share our women! 
Dystopic or utopic, the future has a tendency to talk at us for a while and 
then get back to being the future.12

That is not what happens here. Everything in this world has changed,  
and yet the world remains hauntingly familiar. This is still the world of real-
ism with which I began. We still live in a world of ordinary people (no zom-
bies will emerge in this apocalypse, nor any princesses, nor even a dragon), 
and we are still fascinated by the appearance of ordinary objects—if not 
sprats then dogs, abandoned classrooms, the remains of fast-food restau-
rants. And most important, the heroine remains the investigator, our pass-
port into a world that remains curious (that is to say, unknown) to us. 
Kirsten must do what all heroines in curious novels do: she must traverse  
the landscape carrying her conduct book, testing its maxims and charting  
its variations. But the temporal chasm alters everything. If the eighteenth-
century novel traces the “history of the young lady’s entrance into the world,” 
and the nineteenth-century novel is looking around the corner, down a 
darkened alley, searching for people at whose lives we can only guess, when 
we read Station Eleven we are trying to glimpse our own lives after apoca-
lypse, reading about an event that could have happened yesterday (or that 
might happen for us tomorrow), and is, by the time the central portion of the 
book begins, only twenty years in the past. Futurist novels are always about 
what to them is the past, and to us is our present, and yet here this uncanny 
proximity comes at us with remarkable urgency. And that is because our 
heroine, Kirsten, is trying not just to survive in her world but to see our 
world. Like another Alice, she falls into the gap between the two worlds—
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the world of the opening chapter, in which she moved about freely, just 
another child actress, and a world in which all remnants of that prior world 
are falling into decrepitude, and the markers no longer mean anything. She 
can, in short, see even her own life only in glimpses—as a younger character 
says, “I’ve read books. I even found a newspaper once. I know it all used to 
be different” (292). As Kirsten moves through the novel, she is doing two 
things: trying to survive and scouting out her own past.

If her journey is what we might expect, her conduct book most certainly 
is not. Nowhere in Station Eleven do we see any guides to living after a plague, 
nor even a road map of what the land around Lake Michigan used to be  
like. Mandel does not cite (not even in her acknowledgments) such bibles  
of plaguery as Richard Preston’s The Hot Zone or Laurie Garrett’s The Com-
ing Plague; the only book to appear in those acknowledgments is an apoca-
lyptic novel that features vampires, Justin Cronin’s The Passage.13 Even 
Shakespeare appears not as a guide to living nor as high art (the Symphony 
plays not only Beethoven but “classical, jazz, orchestral arrangements of  
pre-collapse pop songs” [37]), but as himself a product of the plague: “She 
remembered Dieter talking to her about Shakespeare, Shakespeare’s work 
and family, Shakespeare’s plague-haunted life. ‘Wait, do you mean he had  
the plague?’ she asked. ‘No,’ Dieter said, ‘I mean he was defined by it. I don’t 
know how much schooling you’ve had. Do you know what that means, to  
be defined by something?’” (308). And Kirsten thinks, “Yes. There was a new 
heaven and a new earth.” So no, not Shakespeare. Not the Bible, no apoca-
lyptic fiction. Mandel’s great trick of curiosity is that Kirsten’s book of the 
world is a comic book, a graphic novel depicting another apocalypse “a 
thousand years in the future.” It is that book that provides the aesthetic man-
ifesto and the survival guide of our novel; it poses one of the chief mysteries 
of the plot, forging the chain that binds all the characters together; and it is 
also called “Station Eleven.”

Or part of it is. “Station Eleven” is the first of two volumes of a graphic 
novel called “Dr. Eleven,” depicting Station Eleven the place, a spaceship 
which is also a planet, one that has slipped through a rift in time and become 
a planet of night, covered by water, haunted by a part of the population that 
lives beneath the surface, in the “undersea.” (To distinguish them in my essay, 
I will refer to Station Eleven, Mandel’s novel, with italics; “Station Eleven,” the 
volume of the graphic novel, with quotation marks; and Station Eleven the 
place as merely itself, but expect to lose your own place occasionally as you 
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follow these complicated threads. Getting lost between worlds, remember, is 
the point.) The people in the graphic novel, those on the planet/spaceship, 
like the people in the world of Station Eleven after the disaster, are divided. 
Some live at peace in the new world, grown accustomed to the beauty of  
a world of perpetual twilight and sunsets; others live undersea and yearn 
only for the sweetness of the world they left behind. But here’s the thing:  
this novel was written fifteen years before our apocalypse. It was written by 
Miranda Carroll, the first wife of Arthur Leander, the actor who died in the 
novel’s first scene. (Miranda is one of the three ex-wives Arthur’s best friend 
calls in the opening pages of the novel, after Arthur dies.) She was already 
working on it when she fell in love with Arthur and decided to leave her 
boyfriend for him. “It is sometimes necessary,” she thought at that moment, 
“to break everything” (85). She “began thinking about the possibilities of the 
form, about spaceships and stars, alien planets, but a year passed before she 
invented the beautiful wreckage of Station Eleven” (88). It is what Miranda 
imagines when she begins her life with Arthur in Los Angeles: she thinks, “I 
could throw away almost everything . . . and begin all over again. Station 
Eleven will be my constant” (89). And at the same time, it is also the world 
through which we walk, what Kirsten calls “the beauty of this world where 
almost everyone was gone” (148), “beauty in the decrepitude,” underwater 
and tarnished.

That sense of gorgeous estrangement is what makes Kirsten’s book of  
the world so mysterious, so curious, so useful. At first we do not even know 
how Kirsten came to possess the book Miranda started so long ago. Indeed, 
it is a wonder she has any book at all, for very few written materials remain 
in the after world. There are TV Guides, which are treasured objects, even if 
they were already “mostly obsolete, but used by a few people right up to the 
end,” and volumes of poetry, “even rarer than TV Guide copies” (40). News-
papers exist in a variety of forms, before and after. There are “old” newspa-
pers—as one character asks ironically, “Do I have the second to last edition 
of the New York Times?” (184). which happens to be the newspaper that has 
Arthur’s death in it—and there is a new newspaper, which is being typeset by 
hand by François Diallo, an editor in New Petoskey. The texts we spend the 
most time with are celebrity magazines: we watch Kirsten and her friend 
August hunt for them in the remaining houses, shops, ruins. But as Kirsten 
leafs through them, not just the past but alternative universes emerge: 
“August said that given an infinite number of parallel universes, there had to 
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be one where there had been no pandemic and he’d grown up to be a physi-
cist as planned” (200). In one magazine August finds a picture of a woman 
we know to be Miranda leaving the Toronto theater two weeks before 
Arthur’s death, and says to Kirsten, “I mean, it is you in those pictures, in a 
parallel universe where the collapse didn’t happen” (201). Kirsten stares at 
the magazine, and wonders: “I think I was there,” Kirsten said. “I might’ve 
been in that building at that moment.” Behind Miranda, “she saw only a steel 
door, the stone wall of a building. Had she passed through that door? She 
must have, she thought, and wished she could remember it” (201).

This is the uncanny status of curiosity in Station Eleven: Kirsten may 
wonder, but we know not only that she was there “at that moment” but that 
it is where her comics came from. Miranda was backstage at the theater, giv-
ing Arthur the finished copies of “Dr. Eleven,” and Kirsten entered the dress-
ing room. An entire parallel universe opens once we get the full “memory.” 
As we learn late in the novel, when Miranda looked at the young Kirsten, 
two weeks before the end of the world in a theater in Toronto, she knew, 
instantly, that the girl was a child actor—although she “couldn’t imagine what 
part there could possibly be in King Lear for a seven- or eight-year-old” (212):

“Hello,” Miranda said. The girl looked like a china doll, she thought. She 
looked like someone who’d been well-cared-for and coddled all her life. She 
was probably someone who would grow up to be like Miranda’s assistant  
Laetitia, like Leon’s assistant Thea, unadventurous and well-groomed. (212–13)

Miranda leaves the dressing room and Kirsten doesn’t remember the en- 
counter, knowing only that Arthur gave her the comics; the moment is lost. 
But another, “alternative” reality is lost as well. The girl that Miranda briefly 
conjures never comes into existence. The Kirsten we meet is still an actor, 
indeed, “the best Shakespearean actress in the territory” (120), but she bears 
two tattooed daggers on her wrist, the signs that she has killed two men. She 
is missing teeth, she has a scar for which she cannot account (it came in the 
first year, when she and her brother walked, and she remembers nothing), and 
she wears on her arm another tattoo, the motto of the Traveling Symphony, 
“Survival is insufficient.” That adult woman is not in the least well-groomed 
and she is every bit of adventurous—but somewhere, in an alternative uni-
verse, another Kirsten has grown up like a china doll, coddled, cared for, and 
unmarked. That woman is lingering, ghostlike, just outside our text.
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That is why “Dr. Eleven” is the only possible road map to the broken 
world, however surreal its intergalactic scenery. Its ghosts hold the clues to 
our novel. Kirsten cannot remember her parents’ faces; her brother is dead; 
she remembers a scene backstage, and the actor dying, and a man (a man we 
know to be Jeevan) who was kind to her. She is looking for pieces of her own 
past—but they are also pieces of the other characters’ past, and they allow 
the novel to move backward as well as forward, to assemble in fragments the 
pieces of a multiplot novel, that unified narrative no single character can (in 
this broken world) possess. But the book can, in the same way it can bridge 
the temporal disruptions. It gives us back what the characters have lost,  
in much the same way that when Arthur first sees the finished, published 
volumes of “Dr. Eleven,” he remembers their creation: “The cover of the first 
one was on the studio wall in L.A., wasn’t it?” It is an image, he once said, 
that was “like the establishing shot for a movie: the sharp islands of the City, 
streets and buildings terraced into the rock, high bridges between” (213–14).

By this time, of course, there are no more movies, and Arthur’s analogy 
would mean little to someone actually in the world of the novel, yet the  
lost metaphor remains vital. That is in part because the creation of “Station 
Eleven” takes place in the world of the movies, giving those scenes much of 
their poignancy. The longest section of the novel is a single night in Holly-
wood, eleven years before the collapse, thirty years before the events of the 
present-day, a dreadful dinner party that brings together all the characters we 
have “already” met in the scenes after Arthur Leander’s unexpected death. 
The guests are Elizabeth, the beautiful actress Arthur will marry next; Gary 
Heller, who is Arthur’s lawyer; Heller’s wife, whose name Miranda will for-
get “although she’s heard it at least twice this evening” (92); a producer; an 
actor; and “a woman named Tesch,” who “seems to be someone who mis-
takes rudeness for intellectual rigor” (93).

At first, this scene seems merely to provide the details of an impeccable 
realism, doing the work of the nineteenth-century novel by providing every-
thing from Mayhewian social reportage to the Dickensian multiplot intri-
cacy, offering that same proliferation of details. The conversation is brilliant, 
the satire pointed. Tesch, in a moment of dialectal delight, says that “Station 
Eleven” reminds her “‘of a documentary I saw last month, a little Czech film 
about an outsider artist who refused to show her work during her lifetime. 
She lived in Praha, and—’ ‘Oh,’ Clark says, [interrupting her] ‘I believe when 
you’re speaking English, you’re allowed to refer to it as Prague’” (95). Mandel 
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reports quietly that “Tesch appears to have lost the power of speech.” At this 
moment Miranda realizes, “It’s too late, and it’s been too late for a while,”  
and her marriage is over (98). But the night continues. Her picture is taken 
outside by Jeevan the paparazzo, her house is in silence, the opening shot  
of “Station Eleven” is on an easel in her room, and Miranda, sitting by the 
swimming pool, says to her dog Luli (“shining like a ghost,” (91) about to 
make her way into “Station Eleven” and hence into the afterworld), “This life 
was never ours. . . . We were only ever borrowing it” (101). Miranda realizes 
that “she is marooned on a strange planet” (92), and “Station Eleven is all 
around [her]” (107), but so are all the “damaged homes”: the silent house  
of their ruined marriage, the ravaged ruins of the world after the plague, the 
painting on the easel where Dr. Eleven (“a man from the future who does 
not whine”) stands on a rock with a Pomeranian by his side: “Text: I stood 
looking over my damaged home and tried to forget the sweetness of life on 
earth” (214). No wonder the comic book is a guide to the apocalypse. It knew 
the end before we did, and it survived.

For Kirsten, who is herself “marooned on a strange planet,” this is the 
book she needs, not “Apocalypse for Dummies” or “Beloved Back-Roads of 
Central Michigan.” Like Benjamin’s angel, she is always looking back at what 
is lost while fighting for survival amid what is broken, and for her, “Station 
Eleven” is both a piece of the lost world and a guide to bridging the temporal 
gap, a stopgap, allowing her to construct a life at the intersection. Mandel, 
too, in a world without planes, trains, and automobiles, without bridges and 
tunnels and railways, without the usual mechanisms (quite literally) of plot, 
must hold together her fictional universe. But how? For after all, in the real-
ist novel, so much depends on the network, the familiar grooves along which 
a reader’s curiosity can travel.

Here we rejoin the curiosity of the world of Dickens and Mayhew, the 
world in which “sprats” became magical, and Florence Dombey and her slip-
shod sisters trod the world of homeless London, every object illuminated. 
How much more so is that true after the collapse, in the “orangeless world,” 
where it is the objects, far more than the people, that travel, radiant in their 
very ordinariness. Kirsten’s copy of “Station Eleven” is one of those objects 
and, as we shall see, a crucial one, but almost any object will do—a souve- 
nir, a haunted teacup, a photograph, any object of a certain weight. Or more 
accurately, one kind of weight, for “You’re still the only person I know who 
carries a paperweight in her backpack,” the journalist in the afterworld says 
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to Kirsten (184). The paperweight marks out its own network in the novel.  
It was given by Clark to Arthur on the night of that dreadful dinner party  
in Los Angeles; Miranda takes it when she leaves the house in LA and only 
years later, two weeks before the apocalypse, does she return it to Arthur in 
a theatre in Toronto, where it will be handed to Kirsten, after Arthur’s death, 
by Tanya, the “wrangler” of the child actors, to comfort her in the fake snow 
and the bright light of the theater: “Kirsten, teary-eyed and breathless, a few 
days shy of her eighth birthday, gazed at the object and thought it was the 
most beautiful, the most wonderful, the strangest thing anyone had ever 
given her. It was a lump of glass with a storm cloud trapped inside” (15).  
And that is eerily what Miranda thought when she first saw it, that night in 
Los Angeles: “A paperweight of clouded glass[,] . . . when she holds it, it’s a 
pleasing weight in the palm of her hand. It’s like looking into a storm. She 
tells herself as she switches off the light that she’s only taking the paper-
weight back to her study to sketch it, but she knows she’s going to keep it 
forever” (104). Miranda doesn’t, of course, but the novel does.

The novel is the place where objects go to die and to live forever: one 
character, on being told of the “Museum of Civilization,” “a place where arti-
facts from the old world are preserved,” laughs, “a sound like a bark.” “Arti-
facts from the old world,” he says. “Here’s the thing, kids, the entire world  
is a place where artifacts from the old world are preserved. When was the 
last time you saw a new car?” (146). But that world is fast decaying: as Kirsten 
herself reflects, when asked how she bears it, “We stand it because we were 
younger than you were when everything ended, Kirsten thought, but not 
young enough to remember nothing at all. Because there isn’t much time 
left, because all the roofs are collapsing now and soon none of the old build-
ings will be safe. Because we are always looking for the former world, before 
all the traces of the former world are gone” (130). The novel needs to create—
rather, people need to create—a holding place for the traces of the former 
world. The novel needs to design a place where objects come back to life.

That place is, ironically, truly a “terminal,” the airport of Severn City, 
where Clark Thompson, Arthur Leander’s best friend, is diverted midflight 
on his way to Arthur’s funeral—no one, despite Jeevan’s earlier metaphor,  
is moving “quickly” through this airport. This is where Clark realizes, in  
the book’s most haunting sentence, “I was here for the end of electricity.” In 
the sudden darkness, “the stars were a cloud of light across the breadth of the 
sky, extravagant in their multitudes,” and Clark thinks he is hallucinating, 
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but his friend Dolores says no, it is not his imagination; he is actually see- 
ing the sky that Galileo saw, now that “the era of light pollution had come  
to an end” (251). Yet in this permanent layover, the “darkness pooling over 
the earth [as] the grid was failing,” Clark creates a Wunderkammer of curi-
osities. Out of the beautiful empty shelves of the Skymiles Lounge, he forges 
a museum: He places his useless iPhone on the top shelf, adds an Amex card 
and a driver’s license belonging to a woman who died, and while he men-
tions it to no one, “when he came back a few hours later, someone had added 
another iPhone, a pair of five-inch red stiletto heels, and a snow globe” (255).

This moment transforms the novel. Until then, the novel’s only verb has 
been “to walk.” As one character says, “All of the Symphony’s stories were  
the same, in two variations. Everyone else died, I walked, I found the Sym-
phony. Or, I was very young when it happened, I was born after it happened, 
I have no memories or few memories of any other way of living, and I have 
been walking all my life” (266), but the novel now offers a new verb: “to 
museum,” to form a collection, to say that we (not I, we) were here. These 
objects have become curious: they bear the traces of care, they have the 
power to cure, and they are beautiful:

There seemed to be a limitless number of objects in the world that had no 
practical use but that people wanted to preserve: cell phones with their delicate 
buttons, iPads, Tyler’s Nintendo console, a selection of laptops. There were  
a number of impractical shoes, stilettos mostly, beautiful and strange. There 
were three car engines in a row, cleaned and polished, a motorcycle composed 
mostly of gleaming chrome. Traders brought things for Clark sometimes, objects 
of no real value that they knew he would like: magazines and newspapers,  
a stamp collection, coins. There were the passports or the driver’s licenses or 
sometimes the credit cards of people who had lived at the airport and then 
died. Clark kept impeccable records. (258)

It is no accident that the passage describing the beauty of objects takes up,  
of all things, the snow globe. “Clark had always been fond of beautiful 
objects, and in his present state of mind, all objects were beautiful,” and he 
goes on to “consider the snow globe”: the mind that invented it; the factory 
worker “who turned sheets of plastic into white flakes of snow, the hand that 
drew the plan for the miniature Severn City,” the assembly-line worker who 
watched the globe glide past on a conveyer belt somewhere in China (255). 
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The gloves on the hands of the woman who shipped it, the ship that carried 
it, the signature on the shipping manifest, the secret hopes of the UPS  
man. The whole of the world really is contained in a single object, and it is 
the mass-market twin of the paperweight that Kirsten carries in her back-
pack, both objects a novel unto themselves. In that doubling, our novel has 
seemingly done its curious work: it has brought the heroine to the edge of 
the known world, and it has assembled its own collection of objects in the 
wonder house, a museum that is itself a “terminal.”14

But this “terminal” is not the end of the novel, nor is it the novel’s final 
word on curiosity. That word might actually be borrowed by a theorist at  
the other end of the ecological spectrum, Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, in The 
Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist 
Ruins. Tsing has gone so far as to suggest that in bringing back the world, 
“our first step is to bring back curiosity.”15 What she has in mind is the mat-
sutake, an exotic mushroom, blooming rarely, with a legendary, piquant, 
“woodsy” odor redolent of the autumn in which it grows, the first thing to 
grow after the atom bomb in Hiroshima. Her response to the ruins of capi-
talism is to return to the precarious, the organic, the rare, and the meaning-
ful, something we hunt out, something that is precisely not ruined.

And yet, unexpectedly, it is Tsing who gives me back the language with 
which I began, for she, too, imagines that this “curiosity” grows out of de- 
struction, that life as we know it is always a state of “disturbance.” As she 
says, at the moment of precarity, the matsutake grows only in “deeply dis-
turbed forests.”16 What she does not mean is an empty airport terminal, obvi-
ously, or the “archipelago” of civilization, inhabited by ferals, but what she 
does mean are the increasingly messy networks, the “patches” of social orga-
nization, which require “the magic of translation,”17 the “searching” for the 
matsutake,18 the translation which is “the drawing of one world-making proj-
ect into another,”19 the “under-ground,” “world-building” networks of fungi 
that happen “after progress.”20 As Tsing claims, “radical curiosity beckons.”21

And that is the work of Station Eleven, where curiosity is explicitly made 
world (re)building, and the heroine is remade from the actress into the ex- 
plorer, the “searcher,” setting out for another world armed with, of course, her 
guidebook: the novel of the impossible future made up of the beautiful frag-
ments of the lost world. So consider again the snow globe, that elegant, ubiq-
uitous, mass-produced, infinitely disposable object, truly a multum in parvo. 
The novel began in a flurry of fake snow in a theater in Toronto; Jeevan steps 
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out of the theater into a real snowstorm, which conjures the joys of his  
childhood; Kirsten travels with a paperweight that contains a storm within 
it; at the end of the novel, Clark, now a very old and frail man, is contemplat-
ing the wonders of another fake snowstorm, this one inside a snow globe of 
the Severn City Airport, a place he will never leave.

This is the way Station Eleven finally remodels curiosity, as itself a model 
of how the world is to continue: not just the snow globe but Kirsten’s back-
pack filled with celebrity clippings, fragments, a reminder that “once, when 
she was sixteen years old, . . . she found her past” in a magazine (40), a re- 
minder that we leave a record behind us—even if that record is a thousand 
years in the future. “I collect celebrity gossip clippings. . . . I understand 
something about permanent records” (268).

The novel creates its own collection. It holds the world together as Elaine 
Scarry promises of what the Swiss do in practicing, repeatedly, for nuclear 
war. Each member of a village has a task, down to collecting “the statue of 
Saint Roch with the accompanying statue of Saint Roch’s dog, who in turn 
holds in his mouth a ceramic Eucharist wafer.”22 This is no trivial act, for  
“in saving any one precious object, what is preserved is not only that object 
but the population’s link, through that object, to many kindred objects out-
side of Switzerland, which may or may not survive a nuclear war.”23 This  
is Scarry’s account in Thermonuclear Monarchy, but she argues something 
even more powerful in Rule of Law, Misrule of Man. She argues that even (or 
especially) in war, “the most fundamental norms are not to be violated”: “The 
creation of an accurate record is the work of many people.”24 She says explic-
itly, “Some small pieces of language in war must remain wholly intact, un- 
compromised, unwavering, undiluted in their meaning. These few insignia 
[white flags, red crosses, ambulances, and hospitals] are placed hors de com-
bat, or ‘out of combat’: they constitute a civil structure that remains in place 
in the international sphere in the same way that inside a country the military 
is kept inside a civil frame.”25 She goes on: “Unless certain pieces of language 
remain uncontaminated by war, no international framework of trust remains 
available for a truce or peace accord. These small pieces of language must be 
kept intact because they provide a bridge back to civilization.”26

For Mandel this is not a “civil frame” as much as it is an imaginative 
frame. “A location from which other true sentences can be spoken”27 is what 
the curious heroine both seeks and provides. This was suggested as early as 
Miranda’s death, which we only read at the end of the book, for although 
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Miranda dies of the plague, she dies into her own novel. As she dies the 
whole world turns into “Dr. Eleven”: “A wash of violent color, pink and 
streaks of brilliant orange. . . . The seascape bleeding into confused visions 
of Station Eleven, its extravagant sunsets and its indigo sea” (228). We think 
this is the last of Miranda, but she comes back again later, at the very end, 
when we return to the scene in Toronto when she first sketched what will 
become Dr. Eleven’s ship:

Miranda is drawing Leon Prevant’s reception area before she realizes what she’s 
doing. The prairies of carpet, the desk, Leon’s closed office door, the wall of 
glass. The two staplers on her desk—how did she end up with two?—and the 
doors leading out to the elevators and restrooms. Trying to convey the serenity 
of this place where she spends her most pleasant hours, the refinement of it, 
but outside the glass wall she substitutes another landscape, dark rocks and 
high bridges. (86–87)

As it first appeared, this was classic realism, the connection of characters 
and things, the second stapler like Barthes’s barometer, the sign of a real- 
ism that is “enough” by being “too much,” superfluous to requirement.28 But 
when she dies, that scene comes back, magically illuminated:

In Dr. Eleven, Vol. 1, No. 2: The Pursuit, Dr. Eleven is visited by the ghost of  
his mentor, Captain Lonagan, recently killed by an Undersea assassin. Miranda 
discarded fifteen versions of this image before she felt that she had the ghost 
exactly right, working hour upon hour, and years later, at the end, delirious  
on an empty beach on the coast of Malaysia with seabirds rising and plum
meting through the air and a line of ships fading out on the horizon, this was 
the image she kept thinking of, drifting away from and then toward it and then 
slipping somehow through the frame: the captain is rendered in delicate water-
colors, a translucent silhouette in the dim light of Dr. Eleven’s office, which is 
identical to the administrative area in Leon Prevant’s Toronto office suite, 
down to the two staplers on the desk. (330)

When Dr. Eleven is visited by his mentor’s ghost, he asks him what dying 
was like: “It was exactly like waking up from a dream,” he says. But Miranda’s 
dream is precise, careful, a refurnishing of the world. Gil argued that the 
Traveling Symphony should perform “‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream,’ Gil 
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said, breaking an impasse. ‘I believe the evening calls for fairies’” (44). But 
this “evening,” this interlude in the archipelago of civilization, also requires 
gadgets, objects, staplers. If we are going to have electricity again, we will 
need not “enough” objects but too many—not one stapler, but two: “How 
did she end up with two?”

This is the way Station Eleven becomes once again curious. It reassem- 
bles the fragments of our culture, lost and disused (“When was the last time 
you saw a new car?”) so that Kirsten can walk bravely into a new world. 
Miranda and the landscape of “Station Eleven” and Station Eleven come 
together at the end, when Kirsten carries “Station Eleven” into the museum, 
where it meets its final and best reader: Clark. And what he finds, when 
Kirsten hands him the novel, is a drawing of an undersea world, which is 
actually a representation of that infamous dinner party he attended thirty 
years before in Los Angeles. In both, there is a dog called Luli, a wavery fig-
ure who resembles Clark himself, and a pretentious woman in glasses remi-
niscing about life on Earth. “‘I traveled the world before the war,’ she says.  
‘I spent some time in the Czech Republic, you know, in Praha . . . ,’ and tears 
come to his eyes because all at once he recognizes the dinner party; he was 
there” (332). Suddenly, we, too, are there, and we hear the echo of that ironic 
comment, all those years ago: the wavery figure in our memory says, “I 
believe when you’re speaking English you’re allowed to refer to it as Prague.” 
“Once Clark sat with all of them in Los Angeles, at a table under electric 
light. On the page, only Miranda is missing, her chair taken by Dr. Eleven” 
(332). He feels “such affection for them,” and he remembers Miranda slip-
ping out the door, into the night, when he followed her, because he was 
“curious about her” as she sits outside with the dog who looks like a cloud, 
as Jeevan, the paparazzo, waited by her front door, waiting to snap her, un- 
awares, for the gossip pages. “At least celebrity gossip survives”—it survives, 
and with it, the world.

E. M. Forster was wrong. Curiosity, our desire to know “and then . . .”  
does hold the world together. Throughout the book, we have done the work 
of curiosity. We have placed the fragments back together, we have found  
the objects and mapped their trajectories, we have made a coherent narra-
tive where there were only ghosts. We have built the bridge on which Kirsten 
will walk away from “the terminal” and into the new world. Having seen the 
glimmer of the internet beginning again and lights in the distance, in a new 
city, she goes bearing her guidebook, her novel, or rather, only one of her 
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novels. One volume of “Dr. Eleven” goes with her; the other stays behind,  
in the museum, so that one will always be safe. “And if Clark hadn’t come to 
know her a little, over the weeks when the Symphony had lived in Con-
course A and performed music or Shakespeare every night, he might not 
have caught the excitement in her voice. She was beside herself with impa-
tience to see the far southern town with the electrical grid,” the town they 
have only glimpsed (is it again Galileo, a new age of enlightenment?) through 
a telescope (332).

Perhaps vessels are setting out even now, traveling toward or away from him, 
steered by sailors armed with maps and knowledge of the stars, driven by  
need or perhaps simply by curiosity: whatever became of the countries on  
the other side? If nothing else, it’s pleasant to consider the possibility. He liked 
the thought of ships moving over the water, toward another world just out of 
sight. (332–33)

Perhaps. And perhaps in that new world, “just out of sight,” people will again 
sit under an electric light, gossiping and flirting and being ordinary. “Simply 
by curiosity”? Nothing simple here, and yet what Mandel is offering us is 
what the anthropologists, the epidemiologists, the documentarians, and the 
fantasists want but only the novel can provide: a ship made of paper, in 
which we can sail into the curious unknown.
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Conclusion
On Teaching Curiosity

Arjun Shankar and Perry Zurn

Curiosity as restless questioning, as movement toward the revelation of 
something hidden, as a question verbalized or not, as search for clarity, as a 
moment of attention, suggestion, and vigilance, constitutes an integral part of 
the phenomenon of being alive.

—Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of Freedom

We want to begin with a story from a teacher training session, entitled 
“Curiosity in the Classroom,” that Arjun Shankar and Mariam Dur-

rani ran with New York City school teachers in 2013. The teachers were from 
all over the city, old and young, more experienced and less experienced, and 
each had found out about this workshop through different networks—a fel-
low teacher, an email chain, a Facebook group, and so on. What they had in 
common was an unquestioned enthusiasm about curiosity. Before entering 
the room, they all already believed in its value and felt, like most teachers, 
that it was an essential component of any classroom experience.

Yet these teachers were also suspicious. They had been to too many profes-
sional development workshops in the past, each of which had advertised itself 
as the next big thing for their classrooms. And, over the course of the work-
shop, the teachers began to voice their concerns about a curiosity-centric 
pedagogy. As any teacher will tell you—whether in K-12 or higher education—
bureaucratic stipulations, requirements, state objectives, and grading put 
heavy constraints on how and what teachers can teach.1 Most of the teachers 
were overwhelmed by it all. Yes, they loved to teach and wanted to do right by 
their students, but at the same time they felt there were competing priorities 
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they could not neglect. Given that most of them were working in some of the 
most underresourced schools in the city, with students who needed a great 
amount of attention, curiosity seemed like a privilege they could not afford. 
In other words, they were grappling firsthand with the system of racial capi-
talism2 that continues to produce schools “not concerned with curiosity,” as 
Ta-Nehisi Coates puts it, “but [with] compliance.”3

For these teachers, curiosity was an exception and exceptional. They began 
to tell stories about fleeting instances of curiosity in the classroom, moments 
when an especially curious student would question, explore, and discover 
without any extra help. They recalled a time when a twelve-year-old boy 
raised his hand more often than usual or when a ten-year-old girl decided  
to research a subject she had learned about just a few days earlier. In these 
cases, teachers knew that students were demonstrating curiosity in their 
classrooms. Sometimes they even felt that they did things to produce this 
curiosity in the students. But they didn’t have a critical awareness of why it 
was happening and, therefore, could not go about systematically facilitating 
a curiosity-based classroom. Instead, they relied on narratives that contin-
ued to suggest curiosity was ad-hoc, usually based on the “natural curiosity” 
of a special student.

The New York City teachers workshop thus raised several fundamental 
questions: Why do we as educators—whether in K-12, college, or other edu-
cational settings—know that curiosity is central to education but not know 
how to cultivate it? Is curiosity naturally vibrant in all students or more 
robust in exceptional students? Can students be taught to be curious (and, 
for that matter, can teachers be taught how to teach students to be curi- 
ous)? How can curiosity be cultivated within and despite the bureaucratic 
structures and pragmatic requirements so pronounced in most twenty-first-
century educational institutions and contexts? Finally, how do we cultivate a 
curiosity that is politically vibrant rather than harmlessly compliant?

In what follows, we offer a preliminary account of why and how to con-
sciously cultivate curiosity in contemporary learning environments. First, 
we begin by discussing some of the educational theory upon which curiosity-
centric classrooms might be built: experiential learning pedagogy, feminist 
pedagogy, critical pedagogy, and abolitionist pedagogy. Second, recognizing 
that our social, cultural, political, and economic processes all shape who can 
be curious, about what, and when, we then formulate what we call a critically 
curious pedagogy. Critically curious pedagogy aims to stay accountable to 
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the complex sociopolitical processes in and against which curiosity is either 
cultivated or suppressed. Such pedagogy relies on the affective practices of 
reflexivity, mindfulness, empathy, uncertainty, and transformative question-
ing. Third, we identify several key elements of curiosity-based assignments by 
which teacher–learners from all disciplinary backgrounds—whether they be 
mathematicians, engineers, anthropologists, psychologists, or philosophers—
can facilitate the growth of critical curiosity in their students. These elements 
include student leadership, a research mindset, collaborative environments, 
multimodal outputs, real-life applications, and community engagement. 
Finally, we reflect on future directions in the theory and praxis of curiosity-
centric learning environments. It is our hope that this chapter provides a 
framework for members of teacher–learner communities of all sorts to be- 
come aware of and cultivate their own curiosity with one another.

Education and the Politics of Curiosity

Many, if not most, K-12 and college educators typically think of curiosity sim-
ply as a natural and cultivatable capacity in their students. This conception 
stems from a long tradition in the philosophy and psychology of education 
that treats curiosity as a universal human characteristic, subject to standard 
behavioral development and training. This conception originates in the mod-
ernist intellectual tradition, with the likes of Francis Bacon and Thomas 
Hobbes, and later incorporates ideologies regarding “fixed” capacities that 
emerged as part of scientific racism’s lasting legacy. John Locke, perhaps  
one of this tradition’s more eloquent spokesmen on the subject of curiosity, 
states quite plainly that curiosity is “the great instrument nature has pro-
vided to remove . . . ignorance,” and as such “ought to be encouraged” in 
children through various means, including the incremental complexification 
of questions, the identification of reliable sources of information, and the 
importance of trial and error in the search for knowledge.4

While widely influential, this modernist perspective has certain impor-
tant limitations. First, it assumes a unified concept of curiosity and therefore 
fails to diversify curiosity into curiosities. If they are not careful, practition
ers may well miss curiosity as it modulates across students of different per-
sonalities and capabilities, especially among neuroatypical learners,5 as well 
as across social identities and cultural contexts. Second, it often replicates 
dated techniques for cultivating curiosity, failing not only to account for 
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neuroflexibility but to attend to curiosity in its ecological contexts.6 Many 
practitioners reproduce learning environments in which rote memoriza-
tion, lecturing, strict rules and procedures, and exam-based evaluation are 
the norm. These approaches may carefully attend to pedagogical questions 
such as how to learn the facts or content of a subject, but they do very little to 
address the very pedagogy of questioning—that is, how to ask questions and 
what questions to ask. Third, these simplistic pedagogical strategies have 
especially failed minoritized populations. Students of color, for example, 
have been assumed as less curious, and less capable, given the white-Western 
heritage of mapping intellectual capacity on to imaginary typologies of racial 
difference. Some practitioners, perhaps subconsciously and because of im- 
plicit biases, predetermine what types of student can be curious and therefore 
delimit their students’ opportunities for educational attainment and mobil-
ity. As such, the traditional educational framework does little to democ
ratize, deepen, and diversify our understanding of how curiosity manifests 
itself—and how it can be cultivated—in people’s everyday lives.

How do we make space for curiosity in its multiplicity, across the human 
experience, while also framing its manifestations within social processes? And 
how do we organically cultivate such a curiosity in children, young adults, 
and beyond? To tackle these questions, we turn to four powerful pedagogi-
cal traditions that counter the hegemonic system of educational praxis:  
(1) experiential learning pedagogy, (2) feminist pedagogy, (3) critical peda-
gogy, and (4) abolitionist pedagogy. These traditions not only reiterate the 
natural and developmental character of curiosity but supplement the mod-
ernist framework with a functional understanding of curiosity as environ-
mentally interconnected, socially embedded, and politically dynamic. It is 
upon these traditions that we then build our own account of a critically curi-
ous pedagogy, which places curiosity squarely within an innovative, materi-
alist framework requisite for our hyperconnected and yet fractured world.

Experiential learning pedagogy stems primarily from the work of John 
Dewey. Against the reigning educational theory and customs of his time, 
which conceptualized the student atomistically as an isolable individual with 
potentialities all his or her own, Dewey insisted that learning is a dynamic, 
experiential process, rooted in the learner’s physical and social environments 
and integral to the construction of democracy.7 Dewey’s philosophy was 
predicated on the concept of “flexible aims,” which allowed for a range of 
interpretations of information and the ability to shift the direction of one’s 
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actions based on new information. Thus learners learn not according to ideo-
logical principles, canons, or schemas of truth but according to what works 
in the everyday process of inquiry and experimentation, adaption, and co- 
operation.8 For Dewey this activates what is always a multidimensional 
intelligence and a vibrant imagination.9 It also builds on curiosity. Curiosity 
is a naturally occurring openness to experience that develops in three stages: 
(1) physiological curiosity, (2) social curiosity, and (3) intellectual curiosity.10 
Children effortlessly move from poking at something, to asking someone 
what it is, and to finally considering the thing itself in connection with other 
problems they have solved and conceptual material they have acquired. 
Because curiosity can be “fossilized” through routine and dogmatic instruc-
tion, however, not only must education be reimagined to organically nurture 
curiosity, but teachers themselves must be wary of their own waning inter-
ests and capacity for openness. “With respect to curiosity,” Dewey sagely 
notes, “the teacher usually has more to learn than to teach.”11 If learning is 
experiential, so must curiosity be.

Feminist pedagogy—or, perhaps more appropriately, feminist pedago
gies—begins with the recognition that classical educational theory and prac-
tice was developed by and for certain groups of people and not others: 
chiefly, women and girls. Feminist pedagogy focuses on who is in the class-
room and how that should or could change the learning process. Against 
Dewey’s abstract notions of the individual and community, feminist peda-
gogues ask, “Which individual? Which community? And what are the com-
plex and sometimes inconsistent relationships between them?”12 Taking 
patriarchy as paradigmatic of unjust hierarchies (and therefore taking gen-
der justice as a springboard to social liberation writ large), feminist peda-
gogy aims to decolonize curriculum, invest in antiracist praxis, implement 
universal design, and queer the classroom.13 It also aims to fundamentally 
disrupt the teacher/student dyad by treating learners as whole persons, en- 
gaging learners in the process of knowledge creation, developing real world 
applications, and maintaining community accountability.14 Granting the sit- 
uatedness of curiosity, feminist pedagogues work to identify and critically 
engage the different positionalities from which questions are inherited, gen-
erated, pursued, or suppressed.15 A “feminist curiosity,” as Cynthia Enloe 
puts it, therefore involves not only “taking women’s lives seriously” but tak-
ing seriously a whole slew of things that have been “infantilized, trivialized, 
ignored,” or left “unquestioned”—including curiosity itself.16
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Critical pedagogy, and the critical Marxist tradition from which it emerged, 
counteracts the forces of systemic economic and political oppression by 
critically attending to—and getting curious about—how hegemonic power 
relations, and the economic bases for these relations, inform educational 
environments.17 For critical pedagogues, intellectuals and teachers have tra-
ditionally been a part of the control apparatus, generating and promulgat- 
ing knowledge that works at the behest of capitalist interests and therefore 
maintains social hegemony. For Antonio Gramsci, the traditional intellec-
tual ought to be replaced by the organic intellectual, whose knowledge and 
interests are based on their everyday experience and consciousness of class 
position and class oppression.18 Likewise, for Paulo Freire, teachers must 
develop methods and strategies by which to resist political and economic 
inequities in the classroom.19 From a critical pedagogical perspective, “edu-
cation can only be liberatory when everyone claims knowledge as a field  
in which we labor,”20 and claims curiosity as a tool by which we labor in  
that field. While Freire grants a certain “common sense” curiosity, present in 
all learners, he aims to facilitate a “critical” curiosity. Critical curiosity is a 
movement of “attention, suggestion, and vigilance” vital to the “construction 
and reconstruction” of history and society, as led by Global South communi-
ties.21 Through it, instrumental rationality and mechanized education, so 
central to capitalist colonial interests, are deconstructed through the ethi- 
cal commitments, aesthetic creation, and affective praxis of teacher–learner 
communities at the margins.22 Curiosity, in this context, is viewed within a 
political–economic frame: What kind of curiosity, exploration, and ques-
tioning is valued because it works toward capitalist interests, and what kind 
of curiosity is seen as subversive precisely because it seeks to challenge hege-
monic power relations?23

Finally, abolitionist pedagogy takes seriously a curiosity embedded in the 
pedagogical strategies and tactics that antiracist pedagogues have deployed 
in order to begin the work of freeing all of us from racism’s violent effects. 
Emerging from the Du Boisian and the Black feminist traditions, these ped-
agogues argue that critical perspectives are incomplete without a simultane-
ous recognition of our racist histories and remind us that one of the greatest 
problems of the twenty-first century continues to be the “global color line.”24 
This global color line has structured and continues to structure curiosity, 
determining who can and should be curious and who is, at best, an object of 
racist curiosity. As such, abolitionist pedagogies reintroduce histories that 
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have been systematically erased—those of indigenous and formerly enslaved 
peoples—and forcefully demystify the mythologies of race that continue to 
undergird our public discourses. They also seek to bring to the fore educa-
tional models that actively challenge the pedagogies of whiteness that have 
subsumed children’s curiosity, revealing how certain assessments, standards, 
and teaching methodologies work to maintain white supremacy. Carter G. 
Woodson, author of The Mis-Education of the Negro and staunch advocate 
for “Negro History week” (the precursor to Black History month), argued 
that schooling cultivated an anti-Blackness that was inextricably linked to 
the violence Black people experienced, and, as such, developing curricula 
that makes all of us sincerely curious about the Black experience is one step 
toward liberation for all.25 In this context curiosity must be seen as part of an 
antiracist struggle, continuously cracking open those narratives that maintain 
supremacy and superiority, and hail genocidal histories as “destiny.”26 Drawing 
on the concept of “fugitive pedagogy,” developed by historian Jarvis R. Givens 
and rooted in “the subversive intellectual and embodied acts African Ameri
cans employed to navigate anti-Black constraints within the American school-
ing project,”27 we might develop tactics of fugitive curiosity. These subversive 
lines of questioning challenge the racist constraints on learning and draw us 
toward a model of curiosity that is liberatory rather than oppressive.

Today the abolitionist framework has developed beyond its roots in 
emancipation and has become a clarion call for liberation more generally, 
“an immoderate rejection of white supremacy, patriarchy, heteronormativ-
ity, ableism, settler-colonialism, border imperialism, political hierarchy, and 
the rule of capital.”28 As Angela Davis insists, abolition is both the work of 
tearing down and building up, critiquing all nodes of systemic oppression 
and creating rich, community-based care systems in their place.29 As such, 
abolitionist pedagogy is experiential, feminist, critical, and more. Respon-
sive to the flexible aims of diverse learning communities, it is committed to 
two fundamental questions: “What do we need? And how do we get there?” 
Abolitionist pedagogy stands ready to abolish the academy as it is and culti-
vate something else, as it might be. A learner who is empowered to hear 
themselves and their communities speak. A teacher who is willing to be dis-
oriented by the collective work of critical curiosity and political imagina-
tion.30 A society always poised to unravel its present state. A university that 
does not incorporate and confine difference but reimagines itself from the 
inside out in response to social unrest and political resistance.31 A learning 
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community that courts new modes and methods of study, in and outside  
the classroom.32 Abolitionist pedagogy—and indeed the future of critically 
curious pedagogy—involves radically reimagining the very possibilities and 
potentialities of learning.

Taken together, these four pedagogical traditions—experiential learning 
pedagogy, feminist pedagogy, critical pedagogy, and abolitionist pedagogy—
provide a challenging new framework through which to understand and 
cultivate curiosity in the classroom. They push pedagogues to think beyond 
particular content-based rules, concepts, or principles, to reconceptualize 
learning as a dynamic learner-driven process, and to identify and resist the 
hierarchies implicit in traditional classrooms and systems of knowledge. They 
underscore that curiosity is a natural capacity, subject to developmental train-
ing and growth, but they also emphasize that curiosity is environmentally 
interconnected, socially embedded, and politically dynamic. Curiosity is cap
able of being trained in ways that reinforce established patterns of thought, 
including those that subtend social inequalities, or in ways that are truly 
innovative, pursuing the most pressing scientific and political questions of 
our times in ways that radically reconfigure our collective values and imagi-
nation. It is the pedagogues’ calling to facilitate precisely this work. When 
they root what is to be learned and how it is to be learned in the students 
themselves—asking who they are, what they know, and where they come 
from—students’ own curiosity can beget insights that can change how we 
understand the concepts under study. By situating student curiosity within 
multiple ecologies—of the mind, the classroom, the society, and beyond—
teachers can lay the groundwork for a critically curious pedagogy.

Toward a Critically Curious Pedagogy

Building on these rich resources in educational theory, we turn our attention 
now to what we call a critically curious pedagogy. A critically curious pedagogy 
necessarily reshapes our educational praxis on the bedrock of a different 
type of learning, one that not only resists the rigid regimens of traditional 
instruction and the brittle distinction between teacher and learner but also 
embraces the socially embedded and political character of transformative 
learning.33 Paulo Freire argues that such an approach to life equips people  
to explore humanity in its totality: asking questions of one another, voic- 
ing their opinions, developing new perspectives, and co-constructing and 
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expanding their realities.34 Therefore, challenging our assumptions about 
what learning is, where it happens, and from whom we can learn is a prereq-
uisite for a critically curious pedagogy. All of this requires a change of habits 
and even a change in feeling. In what follows, we propose several key affective 
practices that are fundamental to a critically curious pedagogy. These in- 
clude the following: (1) practicing sincere self-reflexivity; (2) developing an 
empathic stance; (3) creating and enjoying uncertainty rather than resolv- 
ing or resisting it; and (4) questioning sociocultural norms and challenging 
structures and institutions of power.

Reflexivity, in its simplest form, involves self-consciously interrogating the 
relationship between teachers and their students. It means asking questions 
regarding how we might alter ongoing scientific and sociocultural invest-
ments that reproduce reductive hypotheses, neoliberal academic priorities, 
supremacist logics, and colonial social relations in our teaching methodolo-
gies. We draw specifically from the discipline of anthropology for this dis-
cussion because anthropologists have had longstanding debates regarding 
reflexivity, given their methodological investment in ethnography and the 
discipline’s history of facilitating (settler)colonial governance.35 In response, 
many anthropologists have sought to find means by which to enact a sincere 
reflexivity.36 A sincere reflexivity takes seriously intersubjectivity, coevalness, 
and our interlocutors as complete, agential, affective beings like ourselves. 
As such, sincerity foregrounds our shared humanity and ensures we are not 
constructing “objects of curiosity” as we enter into research relationships.37 
All too often, researchers allow their inherited assumptions to go unidenti-
fied, their biases to go unchallenged, and therefore their subjects of research 
are impoverished, objectified, and even dehumanized. We can extend this 
idea of reflexivity beyond the confines of research into our teaching and 
learning practices as well. When we are sincerely self-reflexive, we are able to 
undertake self-critique and we allow for our own fallibility when living and 
working in the midst of those who are as human as we are. This humility, in 
turn, provides openings for genuine simultaneity of teaching and learning 
that, in turn, can become the basis for cultivating a critical curiosity.

And as a sincere reflexivity seems to imply, openness to another also 
involves empathic communication, including the ability to listen, whether 
another person is right in front of us or far away in space or time. Certain 
practices of curiosity reinforce existing beliefs, manage to dehumanize  
Others, and even prevent the symbiotic relations within and between human 
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and nonhuman ecologies.38 An empathic curiosity begins with a form of 
questioning that sincerely shows interest in ideas, feelings, states, and cir-
cumstances beyond oneself and one’s beliefs, whether expressed in words or 
not.39 Even when those we seek to relate to are not human, we can still bring 
an empathy to our endeavor, thinking with questions such as, “Why is the 
cat looking at me?” “How does a forest think?” or “What does a picture 
want?”; such questions open up the possibility that these things may not 
exist solely for the purpose of our discovery.40 To engage in a critical curios-
ity, then, involves a conscious communication of empathic inquiry that, and 
this is essential, is ideally registered as such by the listener, the species com-
panion, the collaborator, the patient, or the research subject.41 The critically 
curious classroom is marked by a culture of questioning that stems from an 
emotional place of care and signals interest rather than unproductive criti-
cism. In practice this also means that critically curious learners must not 
only take into account their own positions but the positions of those they 
encounter. Gender, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, nationality, and the 
like change how inquiry is felt and, in turn, we must continuously shift how 
we inquire to take the communicative differences of our listeners and col-
laborators seriously.

In order for a critically curious pedagogy to emerge, however, all those 
involved must also be willing to create and enjoy an environment of uncer-
tainty rather than resolve or resist it.42 In much of our current educational 
system, uncertainty has been all but eradicated as we teach students that 
they should not take risks and should only ask questions for which answers 
are easily available. Indeed, much of our standardized testing model exacer-
bates this issue, creating a culture of fact seeking that does little to cultivate 
in students the ability to suspend themselves in the unknown. In fact, stu-
dents are taught to avoid such situations and begin to link the experience  
of uncertainty with negative emotions: fear, anxiety, and the like. They re- 
frain from raising their hands because of the risk of getting wrong answers 
or asking a question that will reveal their lack of knowledge. But uncertainty 
and the experience of not knowing can be enjoyable and exciting, spurring 
on our creative inquiry rather than foreclosing it when appropriately culti-
vated. When we cultivate in students the ability to live with the unknown and 
remain flexible in their stances, we equip them to engage with their environ-
ments without the fear of losing their sense of self when faced with differ-
ences, unknowns, or uncertainties, all of which facilitate critical curiosity.
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Finally, and perhaps most important, a critical curiosity unsettles taken-
for-granted theorems, power structures, and social norms, thereby produc-
ing the possibility of local struggles that might dislodge hierarchies that 
would otherwise remain entrenched.43 When the “truths” of the past—who 
we are as a people, culture, nation, society—are open to continuous critical 
inquiry and reconstruction, we will interrogate what we have learned like 
the best scientific researchers do, reminding us that any theory is valuable 
only insofar as it is open to its own disproof. Indeed, if Kuhn’s Structure of 
Scientific Revolutions tells us anything, it is this: when we begin to challenge 
our basic assumptions, incorporate perspectives and ideas that may seem 
outside of what we have taken for granted scientifically, politically, and socio-
culturally, we open the space to discover that the time and the space we live 
in are not quite as self-evident as we may have once believed. We might begin 
to incorporate new histories and pedagogies that come out of the indigenous 
and Black radical traditions, for example, which challenge our dearly held 
assumptions, critique white imperial legacies, and push our curiosity in new 
directions.44

To be truly critically curious, then, will also by definition lead us to ques-
tion the status quo, its existing dogmas and longstanding investments, not 
only in light of the search for truth but also in light of ongoing efforts to 
achieve environmental, social, and cognitive justice. In his Talk to Teachers, 
James Baldwin writes:

The paradox of education is precisely this—that as we become conscious one 
begins to examine the society in which he is being educated. The purpose of 
education, finally, is to create in a person the ability to look at the world for him-
self, to make his own decisions. . . . To ask questions of the universe, and then 
learn to live with those questions . . . . But no society is really anxious to have that 
kind of person around. What societies really, ideally, want is a citizenry which 
will simply obey the rules of society. If a society succeeds in this, that society is 
about to perish. The obligation of anyone who thinks of himself as responsible 
is to examine society and try to change it and to fight it—at no matter what 
risk. This is the only hope society has. This is the only way societies change.45

This paradox is precisely the space in which critical curiosity functions,  
supporting society by continuing to challenge its structures of power and 
knowledge. For a critically curious person and one who believes in a critically 
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curious pedagogy, there are no sites that are not open to questioning and, 
therefore, sites of power and knowledge are as much open to questioning as 
any others.

Engaging actively in challenging power/knowledge structures is not easy. 
An affective praxis of critical curiosity is a much harder thing to enact, rely-
ing on each of the fundamental characteristics discussed above and forcing 
us to reckon with the fact that our personal lives are political and our silences 
(what we do not question) are as much an act of political decision-making 
as what we voice. In some ways, we see critical curiosity as an ideal,46 a never-
ending process of unfolding that involves sincerity and the ability to admit 
wrong and struggle for change no matter how hard or how long it takes. 
Most of us who have lived on this planet have had our minds colonized, 
infused with sexist and homophobic ideologies, burdened by capitalist de- 
sires, trained by ableism to stigmatize mental unwellness, and so on. Given 
these starting points, it makes sense that the kind of change we are advocat-
ing for here will take time, energy, and the ability to at once take responsi
bility for our roles in exacerbating and upholding structures of violence 
while also finding ways to be fair and forgiving to ourselves. Most of all, 
what a critical curiosity relies on, as Perry Zurn reminds, is a hopefulness:  
a hope that we can change, that the world around us can change, and that  
we might be capable of something else. This hope, Sandy Grande cautions, 
must not fall into a future-orientation that erases our past but instead must 
be “a hope that lives in contingency with the past.”47 This process necessarily 
results in a radical reshaping of ourselves and our worlds.48 It is in this sense 
that a critical curiosity is also a radical curiosity.

Curiosity in the Classroom: Developing Assignments

Thus far we have sought to outline some of the fundamental precepts of an 
educational model founded on critical curiosity. But how does this look in 
practice, in our differing classroom settings or even more broadly in our 
labs, libraries, social media discussions, interfaith community dialogues, and 
the like? What kinds of activities and assignments might we develop and de- 
ploy and to what end? Indeed, our claim is that a critically curious pedagogy, 
because it allows for multiplicity and sociocultural contextualization, is as 
important for professors in the natural sciences as it is for those in the 
humanities and social sciences. And while there will be inevitable differences 
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that emerge based on our specific content-foci and community of prac- 
tice, the kinds of shifts in pedagogical approach we advocate for here can  
be implemented in any of these contexts. Furthermore, while we will use  
the vocabulary of the classroom—teacher/student, and so on—we trust that 
those in other social contexts will also find the suggestions below useful and 
applicable.

Some have continued to propagate the myth that cultivating curiosity is 
simply about asking more and better questions. But the truth is, cultivating 
curiosity is not easy and involves much more than asking many questions  
or the “right question.” We have found several practices especially useful 
when seeking to infuse curiosity into our classrooms: (1) bringing students 
into the process of deciding on assignment goals and content, (2) making 
curiosity an explicit part of the assignment prompt, (3) cultivating a research 
mindset in students through the assignment protocol, (4) providing multi-
modal variations to assignment structure, (5) linking assignments to students’ 
experiences outside of class, and (6) creating a collaborative environment  
in which assignment outputs can be discussed. Insofar as these practices aid 
in critical questioning, dialogical engagement, democratizing the classroom, 
and overturning ideological schemas and social hierarchies, they together 
reflect the first steps toward integrating experiential, feminist, critical, and 
abolitionist pedagogical commitments into the classroom. We recognize, 
however, that this process—and, indeed, the further work of decolonizing 
pedagogical praxis—is continuous and iterative.

First, an assignment might begin with curiosities voiced by students or, 
perhaps more appropriately, through dialogue not only between teacher and 
student but between all participants in a (class)room. Indeed, if instructors 
want to cultivate curiosity in their students, they must resist the urge to 
develop assignments that provide too many prescriptive objectives. While all 
courses will have subject-specific concepts that students are required to learn, 
instructors can always find ways to allow students to set areas of inquiry 
within these subjects that reflect their own interests and questions. For exam-
ple, in a course on urbanization, students might choose a city or an aspect of 
urban planning that they find most interesting. And, when they articulate 
their choice, they could frame their decisions using the rhetoric of curiosity. 
Instructors might even require that students write a short statement in which 
they explicitly describe why they are curious about this subject based on 
personal experience, previous research, and the like. You may find that some 
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students resist this more “open” and student-driven approach to assignments, 
seeking to receive simple yes/no, right/wrong, teacher-driven questions, 
assignments, and protocols. When students express resistance, these moments 
can become essential opportunities to reflect on how and why their educa-
tional socialization may have delimited their ability for curious exploration.49

Second, the assignment should make curiosity explicit rather than 
implicit. While it may seem simple, articulating that an assignment is 
intended to provide a framework to discuss and invoke curiosity helps to 
direct students’ attention to curiosity as its own site for cultivation. In our 
classroom experiences, we have found that students remark over and over 
again that they had no idea just how differently they would approach their 
learning when they approached it through the lens of curiosity. All too often 
they remark that they now “see curiosity everywhere.” In other words, they 
are becoming mindful of curiosity in their everyday lives. The results of this 
new mindfulness can be extremely empowering for students who have had 
so many classroom experiences that dismiss their curiosity or erase the cul-
tivation of curiosity from classroom objectives.

Third, the assignment should cultivate a research mindset in the student, 
while perhaps gaining an awareness of the pitfalls of many traditional 
research paradigms. We all have many questions that briefly flit through our 
minds and that we leave unexplored. This is natural given the inexhaustibil-
ity of potential avenues for inquiry and the limitations on our time. But 
when we are especially curious, we are in fact driven to ask a question and 
seek its answer.50 Yet this process of inquiry is not quite as simple as asking 
and answering. In fact, many students lose their curiosity not because they 
don’t want to ask questions but because they have been dissuaded from satiat-
ing their curiosity and, in turn, have not been taught how to satiate their curi-
osity. When students develop the skills by which to satiate their curiosity, 
they are likely to continue on their own, well beyond the confines of the 
classroom. As such, assignments must draw students into the basic precepts 
of inquiry: How do I ask questions? Where do I go to answer questions? What 
research methodologies might I employ to discover an answer? How do I 
deepen my site of inquiry? In answering these questions, we might utilize 
elements of a Participatory Research framework,51 which specifically focuses 
on research toward collective action and decenters any single researcher’s 
expertise when deriving these insights. At the same time, research methods 
should attend to the problematics of the research process: When students 
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analyze and present data, how varied are their results and why? What does 
this tell us about how we experience reality and, in turn, the way that our 
objects of curiosity are shaped by how we approach questioning?

Fourth, the assignment should provide multimodal variations. All too 
often, even when instructors seek to cultivate curiosity, they focus on the 
content of a course rather than the form of an assignment. And in so doing, 
instructors continue to rely on traditional writing assignments or exams. 
However, form and content are inextricably linked52 and, when students are 
provided different methods and forms of exploration, their curiosity can go 
in multiple, unique directions. For example, when a student is invited to make 
a film on a concept rather than write an essay or take a test, they become 
curious about film technology, editing, and a whole slew of other aspects of 
form even as they ask ever deeper questions about the course’s content. But 
the exploration of form allows a kind of critical awareness that otherwise 
might not be possible: when we see how things are made, we begin to under-
stand that all of our productions, whether in film, focus group, text, formula, 
or experimental design, have been created by someone to tell a particular 
story for a particular audience with a particular ideology.53 And this aware-
ness is part and parcel of a critical curiosity. Providing assignments using 
multiple modalities and research methods has the added benefit of facilitat-
ing learning based on a student’s varying intelligences and strengths.54 If, for 
example, a student is more comfortable working in sound, they are more 
likely to explore their curiosity if provided this platform rather than the tra-
ditional essay or exam.

Fifth, assignments should be linked to experiential moments: a walk down 
the street, a TV show, an engineering problem, or even a close relationship 
could be fodder for our curiosity.55 Such approaches build upon educational 
discourses that ask teachers to facilitate students’ ability to make text-to-
text, text-to-world, and text-to-self connections. What we know is also part 
and parcel of expanding our spheres of curiosity. This model can be easily 
applied to those working in higher education as well. Civil engineering  
professors can animate the models, equations, and theories learned in class 
through experiential assignments—or better yet, makerspaces—that get stu-
dents to engage a real-world physical problem they encounter. In so doing, 
professors can get students to critically assess their physical environments, 
learn the mathematical bases for human-made constructions, while also 
seeing that such decision-making has social implications for the movement 
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of people through space. Professors in mathematics, neuroscience, anthropol
ogy, philosophy, and the like can all create similar assignments, providing 
students the opportunity to think with concepts beyond the classroom and 
have problems emerge from their movement in the world(s) they inhabit.

Finally, the assignment must live within a collaborative environment in 
which discussion and co-creation is encouraged. Sharing work, redrafting, 
asking questions about the choices made and the discoveries begot is as im- 
portant as the work itself. Peer-to-peer and university–community dialogue 
helps students to understand that curiosity is multiple and can move in dif-
ferent directions. And in this environment students will begin to deepen 
their understanding of curiosity, incorporating new types of curiosity into 
their praxis based on their exposure to the types of curiosity demonstrated 
by their classmates and community partners.56 As such, instructors should 
embed peer-to-peer engagement and community engagement into their 
courses, signaling to students that they will be sharing and co-creating work 
at various moments during the semester. At first, such exposure may be 
anxiety producing for students who are not used to co-creating or sharing 
work frequently. However, for students to become still more deeply curious, 
they must begin to feel comfortable with sharing their ideas, taking risks, 
and reveling in the uncertainty of knowing that their ideas are always un- 
finished and can be further improved with the critical curiosity of their peers 
and community members. Peer-to-peer and community engagement permits 
ideas and innovations to be sharpened with and alongside the people for 
whom they most matter.

Together, these shifts in how we conceive of our classroom assignments 
can lay the groundwork for a richer curiosity-based praxis and, we believe,  
a more curious future. We now turn to precisely that future. Where might  
all of this newfound curiosity take us as we imagine new research sites,  
pedagogical possibilities, institutional restructurings, and transformative 
relationships?

Future Directions

As we close we recall something John L. Jackson Jr. will often reiterate: “Every 
film always begets its sequel.” This framing is an especially fitting charac
terization for an essay on teaching curiosity. Curiosity is nothing else if not 
an infinite regress toward evermore expansive sites of inquiry, connections 
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between ideas, and reconstructions of our realities. And so we cannot help 
but acknowledge the questions we have left unanswered and the many in- 
sights yet to emerge from our curious readers.

By way of conclusion, we want to explore, for a moment, where we think 
a critically curious pedagogy could and should go in the future. First, all  
too often curiosity has been overdetermined by an attention to children and 
primary educational contexts. While it is true that children’s curiosity and 
the continued exploration of its manifestation is quite important, we would 
like to see more attention paid to curiosity across the lifespan. Indeed, it is 
our conviction that curiosity continues to emerge in unique forms through-
out our lives, and that part of the “politics of curiosity” is this continued and 
persistent narrative that sees adults and the elderly as less able or unable to 
be curious. This is a space that curious pedagogy would do well to explore 
further. How does curiosity change over the lifespan, and how might we 
learn to facilitate curiosity differentially in people of all ages?

Second, we would like curious pedagogy to focus on specific institutional 
settings—in education, medicine, law, and so on—assessing the ways that 
the rules, procedures, stipulations, power relations, and values of these in- 
stitutions predetermine the types of curiosity that individuals can pursue.  
At the same time, we would like to see more empirically grounded studies 
that do not analyze curiosity as a generalizable concept within these insti
tutional spaces but rather reveal its contingent manifestations based on  
one’s socioeconomic status, gender, race, sexuality, neurodiversity, and so 
on. In this vein, we would like to see scholars take a far more intersectional 
approach to curiosity, drawing from the many insights of Black feminist, 
decolonial, and queer scholars who have shown us that all knowledge—and, 
therefore its impetus: curiosity—is contingent on our sociocultural positions 
and the power relations therein.

Third, and perhaps most important, further praxis-based research should 
focus on the question of how to cultivate a culture of curiosity. While we 
have attempted to lay the groundwork for this inquiry, much more must be 
done to understand the specific and unique tools to induce curiosity in city 
planners and bus drivers, doctors and therapists, park rangers and lawyers, 
poets and philosophers. Indeed, if curiosity might also be a means by which 
to do these jobs better, it behooves us to focus more energy on determining 
the benefits of curiosity as they relate to the goals and motivations specific to 
each of these communities of practice.
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At this final juncture, we have but one hope: that each of us and all of us 
together take what we have learned through engaging with this text to prac-
tice a more radical curiosity in our everyday lives.
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Afterword
Helga Nowotny

Curiosity is a strange phenomenon. It is inscribed in all living organisms, 
 pushing them to explore their habitat and learn how to survive in it. 

Children continue to amaze and delight us with their inborn curiosity. They 
also let us witness the later waning of their curiosity or its diversion into 
what adults call pure distraction. Looking back in history, we can see the 
enormous variations across time and space—in the ways in which curiosity 
expresses itself, the changes in the primary objects of its attention, and espe-
cially how different kinds of curiosity were either cultivated or repressed  
in varying contexts. In my book Insatiable Curiosity, I show how society—
any society or collectivity—cannot tolerate unchecked curiosity. Curiosity is 
loaded with too much of a subversive potential to let it flourish without soci-
etal intervention or censure. If left completely free, it becomes utterly trans-
gressive. Not only does it not respect established boundaries by moving into 
directions for which it has not received directions, it explores wildly and 
often erratically whatever it finds without knowing what it will find. It does 
not follow any preset script, nor does it have a built-in moral compass. For 
these reasons, society seeks to tame curiosity; it strives to channel it into 
approved directions and to induce it to explore preset goals. By cultivating 
certain forms of curiosity and not others, society largely succeeds in instru-
mentalizing curiosity and fitting it into the dominant economic, cultural, 
and political context.

Yet precisely at the moment when curiosity appears domesticated, tamed, 
and instrumentalized, it may flip and display its subversive force. It resists 
being taken hostage or being moved in one direction only. It succeeds in 
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finding escape routes and does so either playfully or in a more transgres- 
sive mood. It becomes unpredictable again, percolating through structures 
that seem firmly established and finding novel and subversive forms of ex- 
pression. This is where the present volume, Curiosity Studies, enters. At a time 
when corporate capitalism, so the argument presented here goes, is channel-
ing the inherent curiosity of the young generation exclusively and obsessively 
toward its own anticipated goals, we are challenged to revisit curiosity. If the 
only goal that matters in education is to equip students with the aspiration 
“to get a job,” the scope is dangerously narrowed, leading some who witness 
the negative downsides to accuse the system of “being broken.”

When reading the contributions brought together in this volume, I was 
most struck by the urgent, passionate, and, at least to me, novel emphasis on 
(re)introducing the study of curiosity into the classroom and academia in the 
United States. Apparently, the authors are hitting a raw nerve with their in- 
sistence on the subversive and insubordinate potential of curiosity in teach-
ing and education. By making this the focus of the book, Curiosity Studies 
breaks new ground. It challenges the academic and educational establishment 
to grant open spaces for a double intervention: to explore the many-layered 
facets of curiosity from a genuine multi- and interdisciplinary perspective 
and to conduct teaching and research experiments in the classroom that let 
students practice their own curiosity while guiding them to reflexively ana-
lyze where it leads and what might follow.

The book excels in bringing out the persisting ambivalence of curios- 
ity, the “frivolous” and “serious” side of its double nature. It is this inherent 
ambivalence that needs to be linked back to education and to the teaching of 
curiosity, making students fully aware of it. They need to relearn to be curi-
ous but also be taught how easily they can be seduced to engage in “mere” 
curiosity. They need to learn to recognize and accept the ambivalence of curi-
osity. In the end, they should learn how to cope with it. This includes teach-
ing the younger generation to identify, acknowledge, and judge the two sides 
of curiosity as they manifest themselves in the various real-life contexts 
explored in this volume. They have to learn to decide what matters to them 
individually and what is good for a better society. In other words, the book is 
unique in offering guidance on how to develop curiosity-informed judgments 
of curiosity in contexts that span a broad swath of contemporary society and 
the anxieties it produces. Students should be enabled to cope with the am- 
bivalence of curiosity by learning how to become aware and self-reflexive.
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Reading the book was a joyful experience for me, offering many gems of 
novel and surprising insights. It convinced me that the editors have suc-
ceeded in bringing together the material for making a strong case for curiosity 
studies—not only as a field of scholarship but as a way of studying curiosity 
in the classroom and outside. As such, the book offers the opportunity to 
produce resonance with a readership “out there” that is eager to fill the cur-
rent void or that actively and strategically seeks to resist what I have called 
the taming of curiosity and its one-dimensional instrumentalization in con-
temporary society. If academia and schools, as the last bastions of provid- 
ing space for seemingly idle curiosity, are now under relentless assault from 
corporate capitalism that channels curiosity in one and one direction only, 
namely profit and success as defined by markets, then the call for subversive 
resistance has a chance to be heard.
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