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… their aura…it’s not necessarily about 

the physical being, but someone’s spirit. 

”(Nina, personal communication, 13 April 

2017)

“Whenever a person is comfortable in 

their own skin… a person that deals with 

their imperfections and has self-ac-

ceptance; comfort in their container 

(gestures to whole body)—their entity.” 

(Kendrick, personal communication, 13 

April 2017)

“There’s not one ideal form of beauty… 

it is more about confidence…radiance —a 

sense of power is beautiful.” (Janelle, 

personal communication, 17 April 2017)

“Beauty is when one’s self-love exuber-

ates outwards…when it is clear that 

someone loves themselves wholly…which 

therefore projects outwardly—manifesting 

itself into how one takes care of them-

selves [or physical beauty].” (Jermaine, 

personal communication, 26 April 2017)

[…]

Through my research, it became clear 

that the Black Consciousness Movement 

played a key role not only in the discus-

sion about self-love, but also in the 

practical implementation of it. Each of my 
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beauty (Jermaine, personal communication, 

26 April 2017). The rise of information, 

consumerism, and capitalism has shaped 

how people view themselves and others by 

way of materialism. Regarding gratifica-
tion, Jermaine contended that it was “…not 

only the gratification for one’s self, but 
also a gratification of others” (Jermaine, 
personal communication, 26 April 2017). He 

argued that being the object of desire is 

a source of gratification facilitated by 
social media in particular, which gives 

people the opportunity to be whoever they 

want. This gratification can be found in 
the validation of others. Jermaine called 

this a “façade,” saying that this “tempo-

rary dress” upon one’s self facilitates 

reinvention, but in that reinvention, 

people forget who they are—“escapism.” 

Jermaine described this as “forcing the 

outwards inwards” (Jermaine, personal 

communication, 26 April 2017).

When asked how he performs his beauty, 

Jermaine said that he “must stay true to 

himself, and his feelings…[and] that by 

recognizing that an individual changes 

daily” he is able to perform his inner 

beauty outwardly (Jermaine, personal 

communication, 26 April 2017). This idea 

of truthful beauty again addresses the 

duality between assimilation and authen-

ticity, but in a nuanced sense. The 

authenticity of which Jermaine speaks is 

an authenticity of self, as opposed to 

authenticity in the eyes of others. 

In studying people of color, I was 

curious about how race informed their 

performativity, perceptions of self-worth 

and social status, and self-love. With 

each of my participants, it became clear 

that beauty with all of its subjectiv-

ities has strong ties to desirability. 

Tate (2007) recognized this, in people of 

color, as melancholia, as her subjects 

felt that beauty was something outside 

of their realm. On conceptions of self, 

Jermaine explained that skin color and 

aesthetic values are interlinked. He said 

that “you must perceive [my skin color] 

some way…whether it is desirable to you 

or not is subjective…my physical presence 

is a negative one, both in history and 

even now.… You see me and you see Black” 

beauty” (Jermaine, personal communication, 

26 April 2017). 

Jermaine spoke about the emergence 

of inner beauty as the end of compari-

sons outside of one’s self. He said that 

even though he eliminated the desire to 

compare himself to others, he recog-

nized that “there are complexities of 

being human,” saying that “one always 

exists in a physical space” (Jermaine, 

personal communication, 26 April 2017). 

This was an enlightened insight. As he 

said, “existing in a physical space” means 

that one will always be recognized within 

their physical reality. People will always 

see the physicality of a person, whether 

or not that individual rejects corporeal 

beauty and replaces it with inner beauty. 

Therein lies the paradox, which explains 

Kendrick’s description of his friends as 

attractive, meanwhile contending that it 

is inner beauty that counts. 
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All [sadhus] enter through a ritual 
process [sannyasa] which emphasizes the 

disjunction between ordinary life and a 

life oriented toward spiritual liberation, 

and all signify a major change in ritual 

status. For women, the change in identity 

and status following initiation is partic-

ularly dramatic, since unlike men, women 

are unequivocally identified with house-
holdership, home, and family. The society 

into which a woman enters differs radi-

cally from the society in which she lived 

as a householder. 

This quote from Lynn Teskey Denton 

describes the profound difference between 

being a sadhu (Hindu ascetic) and being 
a grhin (householder) in Hindu Indian 

society. The quote also points out that 

a woman’s choice to become a sadhu is a 
radical one that involves rejecting the 

role of grhini (female householder), the 

dominant life paradigm expected of women. 

Very few Indian Hindu women choose to 

become sadhus and, because their numbers 
are small, there has been minimal schol-

arship written about them. These women, 

however, are important for understanding 

both a woman’s place as a householder 
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prestige. Maintaining daughters’ virginity 

leads to better marriage matches, which 

in turn can make the family more powerful 

and a family whose women are unquestion-

ably chaste will gain honor in the commu-

nity. In this way, women’s sexual activity 

or lack thereof is used to cultivate power 

for men, who are the main beneficiaries of 
increased familial honor and power. 

[…]

Instead of cultivating power for men, a 

female renouncer can cultivate spiritual 

power for herself through celibacy. Sexual 

activity is said to drain power, in the 

form of tapas (the inner heat created by 

religious practice), from a person. Being 

celibate, as well as other spiritual prac-

tices such as singing bhajans, reciting 

mantras, meditating, and serving others 

(seva), allows women to build tapas.6 

Hindus believe that this heat, when accu-

mulated, is used to destroy impurity, 

bringing a sadhu closer and closer to the 
purest state of merging her atma with 

Brahma, thus achieving moksha.7 As one 

builds up tapas, it is believed he or she 

can gain spiritual powers, such as the 

ability to speak to the gods or goddesses, 

have prescient visions, and even control 

another person’s thoughts or actions.

 

[…]

Second, women have much more freedom 

as renouncers than they otherwise likely 

would have had as married women. This 

is one of the reasons that renuncia-

tion is thought to be inappropriate to 

women in the traditional, orthodox texts 

such as the Dharmashastra literature. 

As Khandelwal notes, “That renunciation 

implied freedom and independence would in 

itself render it inappropriate for women.”8 

One of the ways this freedom manifests 

itself is that female renouncers’ travel 

and movements are much less restricted. 
6 Antoinette E. DeNapoli, “Leave Everything and Sing to 
God: The Performance of 
Devotional Asceticism by Female Sadhus of Rajasthan.” 
(Doctoral Dissertation: Emory University, 2009), 406.
7 Sondra L. Hausner, Wandering with Sadhus: Ascetics in 
the Hindu Himalayas (Indianapolis: Indiana University 
Press, 2007), 172.
8 Khandelwal, Women in Ochre Robes, 37.

Indeed, it is believed that there should 

be a phase in a renouncer’s spiritual 

journey where a sadhu must travel exten-
sively, usually for many years with 

very few possessions, visiting various 

pilgrimage sites. The point of this is so 

that the sadhu learns detachment to both 
places and objects, as well as to not 

get too comfortable in one place. This 

is typically done when a renouncer is 

younger, as that is when one’s physical 

body can stand to move around a lot and 

travel long distances.9 

[…]

Third, women who renounce have the 

chance to receive an education that they 

likely would not have been able to receive 

as householders. As I mentioned in the 

last section, women who want an educa-

tion often take sannyasa so they are able 

to attain an education. Very few women 

from rural areas have the opportunity to 

receive an extensive education, as they 

are kept home because of fears of a ruined 

reputation or that the girl will then be 
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herself.10 Because of this, female sadhus, 
although they lead unconventional lives, 

“are highly respected by ordinary and even 

conservative people as sources of spir-

itual power and everyday morality.”11 By 

becoming a renouncer, a woman acquires 

a previously unattainable social and 

ritual status. This is because the woman 

is now is formally considered under the 

tutelage of a guru and will later be able 

to initiate and teach her own disciples if 

she so chooses. 

[…]

Fifth, female sadhus are able to hold 
much more power than they would have as 

rural, poor, low-caste householders. 

Indeed, female householders have little 

power in their lives over their households 

or even their own bodies. In contrast, 

female sadhus have power over both people 
and property. First, some female sadhus 
run their own ashrams or mandirs. Running 
one of these establishments is an oppor-

tunity to control a large amount of 

property, money, and people. For instance, 

Shiv Puri, a female sadhu informant of 
DeNapoli’s, heads a large ashram outside 

of the city of Udaipur. She stays at the 

ashram for six months of the year and the 

rest of the time she travels to Bombay, 

where she visits devotees and collects 

donations for her ashram. When DeNapoli 

met her, Shiv Puri was in the process of 

having a larger ashram constructed to 

accommodate all the guests who wished to 

visit her site. This female sadhu was in 
charge of budgeting and paying for all 

of the construction of the new building, 

as well as interacting with the male 

contractor to dictate what amenities she 

wanted for the new ashram.12 

[…]

Choosing to renounce often also allows a 

woman to become more powerful within her 

10 Denton, Female Ascetics in Hinduism, 3.
11 Khandelwal, Women in Ochre Robes, 6.
12 DeNapoli, “Leave Everything and Sing to God,” 137. 
Denton also notes that some women who join well-estab-
lished sadhu orders can become economically powerful as 
a 





|  HUMANITIES +* 

!5>0('!&4$60&)0
/(%('&4$66.0(,&'&%/00





|  HUMANITIES +8 

“downstream” genes. 

Figure 1: The interaction between genes A, B, 
and C. 
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is known about how cell-scale genetic 

interaction networks vary across multiple 

phenotypes” (Snitkin, 2011). Because these 

“cell-scale genetic interactions networks” 

are unknown, we can assume that the true 

role of epistasis in phenotype develop-

ment is also unknown (Snitkin, 2011). Also 

utilizing the painting example, if gene 

B (add blue) was determined to produce 

a disease, a parent would want the gene 

changed the to encode for a non-fatal 

color. However, there would still be unin-

tended changes of phenotype (University 

of Utah). In this case of figure 3, if 
they changed gene B from coding for blue 

to coding for red, the phenotype of the 

circle would still be present; however, 

the coloring would have changed from 

blue to red. Although red may be a known 

non-disease phenotype, changing it and not 

knowing the exact phenotypic downstream 

effects violates Buchanan’s first counting 
principle. 

Not only do genes work together in 

creating different phenotypes, they also 

work together throughout the body. This 

concept is again best represented by Hox 

genes. However, the functioning of Hox 

genes contradicts Buchanan’s counting 

principle four. This principle states 

that the effects from editing must stay 

“compartmentalized” within the person 

and not spread to other parts of the 

body (Buchanan, 2012). Although some 

genes function in this manner, the prin-

ciple does not consider genes that affect 

the entire body, not just one “compart-

ment” (such as the digestive tract or the 

brain). These “cross-compartment” gene 

relationships are best exemplified in the 
development of mice. Although they are 

not humans, mice are considered a model 

organism, meaning that their results from 

testing mimic the results of testing that 

would occur on humans (for experiments 

we cannot perform on humans due to ethi-

cality reasons). MHox in mice regulates 

the growth of arm bones (Cretkos et al., 

2008). When this gene is removed, mice 

begin to develop normally, but because 

they cannot grow forelimbs, they die a few 

weeks into development (Cretkos et al., 

2008). This extreme example highlights 

the function of genes in different parts 

of the body. Although the MHox gene does 

not affect life-sustaining organs (such as 

the heart and brain), its removal not only 

affects bone growth, but affects the life 

of the mouse overall.

Figure 3: The editing of an epistatic gene af-
fects the end phenotype. I

n this example, gene A is epistatic to gene B 
and gene B is epistatic to gene C. The concept 

of epistasis is exempliýed by the change of ýnal 
gene product (or the blue circle). Because gene 
B adds red instead of blue to the paint and C 

still creates the circle, but the circle is red 
instead of blue because of the change in one 

gene (gene B). (Figure adapted from University 
of Utah)

Through the analysis of “upstream” 

and “downstream” genes, epistasis, and 

“cross-compartment” gene interactions, one 

begins to understand the complexity behind 

gene functioning. Although basic biology 

explains gene interactions simplisti-

cally, they ignore the same elements of 

gene interactions that Buchanan does. 

Some, but not all, genes work in a true 

“upstream” and “downstream” relationship; 

however, most do not function in this 

manner. Complex gene pathways and epis-

tasis discredit Buchanan’s counting prin-

ciple one, as gene interactions often mean 

that one seemingly “downstream” gene may 

actually not be and could result in unin-

tended phenotypic effects. These inter-

actions also mean that the genes do not 

always function in only one compartment of 

the body, discrediting Buchanan’s prin-

ciple four, as it would be hard for the 

intervention’s effects to stay compartmen-

talized.

[…] 

#52&%/0-51>$1,0>&'!04$"'&5%

As seemingly plausible as Buchanan’s 

principles may be, they do not hold up 
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once closely scrutinized. Considering 

the growing field of genetics and genetic 
engineering throughout the last decade, 

there is a possibility that these problems 

were not known information in 2011. But 

until we have a full understanding of 

germline editing, genes and their asso-

ciated functions, along with what traits 

are controlled by which genes, we must 

proceed with caution. However, there are 

diseases that are controlled by one gene: 

Mendelian diseases. Because the diseased 

gene is known and well understood for 

many Mendelian diseases, germline editing 

for these traits is something we could 

continue pursuing. As gene editing tech-

nologies become more advanced, there is a 

probability that diseases like CF and HD 

could be “cut out” of the genome. 

But until we fully understand more 

complex traits, we should dismiss 

Buchanan’s guidelines and revert to 

the Precautionary Principle (Buchanan, 

2012). Our knowledge is relatively uncer-

tain regarding the effects of germline 

editing, and we cannot make probable 

assertions about the risks of gene 

editing in situations other than editing 

Mendelian diseases. We are in the same 

principle of uncertainty that Buchanan 

believes warrants the precautionary prin-

ciple (Buchanan, 2012). The Precautionary 

Principle, put simply, is the principle of 

reducing risks–not doing something because 

it has the potential to cause serious harm 

(Buchanan, 2012). Once we learn more about 

gene-environment interaction, complex 

gene-gene interactions, and biological 

fail-safes, we can take on Buchanan’s 

counting principles. Until then, it is 

important and necessary to proceed towards 

gene editing with caution.
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