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The Myth of Linearity: How the Clock Became a 
Tool of Control 

WE HAVE been told that time moves forward. 
But what if that was never true? From Nietzsche’s 
haunting thought experiment to the timeless 
equations of modern physics, I explore how 
the linear arrow of time may be less of a law of 
the universe, and more of a story we have told 
ourselves—one with very real consequences 
for how we live, spend, and destroy. 

The Dictatorship of the Clock

We have mistaken a metric of measurement 
for a law of reality. 

Everywhere, implicitly or explicitly, the 
same command repeats itself : always move 
forward. Clocks slice existence into digestible 
units, calendars discipline our lives into 
deadlines, and entire economies are built on 
the assumption that time is a scarce resource, 
finite and always slipping through our fingers. 
This progression is what we call natural—
inevitable, even. Yet, what if I posit that this 
inevitable progression is not so certain? What 
if our perception of time was actually fragile? 

In the 19th century, Friedrich Nietzsche 
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proposed a thought experiment so unsettling 
it still lingers: what if every moment of your 
life were destined to repeat identically, 
forever? No progression, only recurrence. 
His idea was not based on physics; however, 
it exposed that our belief in forward-moving 
time may not be as self-evident as we all 
like to believe. Nietzsche’s intuition finds 
unexpected support with contemporary 
philosophers. As Craig Callender notes, 
the tenseless or “block universe” theory of 
time in which past, present, and future all 
coexist as equally real is “probably preferred 
by most (but definitely not all) philosophers 
and scientists.”

Modern physics intensifies this doubt. 
Some interpretations of General Relativity 
reject the idea that time cleanly “flows.” 
In fact, in those interpretations, the past, 
present, and future coexist within a single 
spacetime structure—a “block” where what 
we perceive as change reflects our shifting 
perspective, not a process unfolding 
within reality itself. Even more radically, 
the Wheeler-DeWitt equation describes 
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the universe at its most fundamental level 
without any reference to time whatsoever. 
And beyond physics, entire linguistic systems 
organize reality differently, where time is not 
something that passes, but something that 
surrounds, returns, and coexists. 

What we like to call the linear flow of 
time begins to look less like a feature of the 
universe and more like a human framework we 
have imposed upon it. And if that framework 
is contingent, then so is everything built on 
top of it. What we accept as natural may, 
in fact, be a man-made construction. The 
perceived legitimacy of the “Linear Arrow” 
of time is the foundational myth of modern 
civilization, serving as a tool for economic 
expansion and social control; however, both 
the “Block Universe” of general relativity 
and the circular temporalities of Indigenous 
linguistics suggest that our insistence on a 
fleeting present is a localized illusion that 
delegitimizes more sustainable, holistic 
ways of existing. 

The Physics of the Partition: Arrow v. 
Block

The authority and concept of linear time 
were not born from 
common culture alone. 
It’s reinforced and 
widely accepted by 
physics itself. In classical 
thermodynamics, time 
appears to move in 
one direction due to 
entropy: the gradual progression from 
order to disorder. This principle, formalized 
through the second law of thermodynamics 
and famously described by Arthur 
Eddington as  “time’s arrow,” gives linearity 
the weight of scientific inevitability. Heat 
can’t flow backwards. A broken glass doesn’t 
reassemble itself. From this perspective, it 
seems like time must move forward because 
the universe itself does. Yet, even within 
Western philosophy, this “arrow” is a point 
of contention. In his 1951 essay “The Myth of 
Passage,” philosopher D.C. Williams argued 
that the block theory of time is the “logical 
account of events par excellence.” This 
suggests that the sensation of time flowing 
forward isn’t a feature of reality, but instead 
a confusion of human perception. 

At the level of fundamental physics, the 

equations that govern reality are largely 
indifferent to direction. The laws of motion 
work the same regardless of whether time 
moves forward or backwards. 
Even more destabilizing is 
the framework of general 
relativity, where time is not a 
flowing river but a dimension 
woven together with space 
and gravity into a flexible 
net of sorts. In the so-called 
“block universe” interpretation, the past, 
present, and future are equally real: they 
coexist within spacetime rather than unfold 
sequentially. The sensation of movement 
through time, therefore, relies more on 
perception and is not necessarily a property 
of the universe itself. Scottish philosopher 
J.E. McTaggart pushed this even further. In 
The Unreality of Time (1908), he argued 
that the tensed theory of time (linear time) 
is logically incoherent, leading him to the 
conclusion that time, as we experience it, is 
in fact unreal. 

This tension over time heightens during 
attempts to reconcile quantum mechanics 
and gravity. A candidate equation for 
the entire universe, the Wheeler-DeWitt 

equation, contains no 
variable for time at all, 
leading to a fascinating 
implication: at the most 
fundamental level, the 
universe may not be 
something that becomes 
as time passes—it may 

simply exist as a fixed, complete structure. 
The arrow, then, begins to look less like 

a law and more like a partition. Perhaps the 
arrow of time is a way to organize experience 
rather than being a feature of reality itself. 

The Linguistic Border: Grammar as Law

If physics destabilizes the certainty of linear 
time, then everyday language and syntax 
reinforces it. In English and other Indo-
European languages, time is directly built 
into grammar. Every sentence spoken exists 
within a temporal framework: past, present, 
or future. Verbs are conjugated to mark what 
has happened, what is happening, and what 
will happen, reinforcing the assumption that 
time is something that moves forward in 
discrete, irreversible stages. To speak is to 
situate oneself along a line. 

The linguist Benjamin Lee Whorf 
argued that language, in addition to 
expressing thought, also organizes it. In his 

analysis of the Hopi, 
Indigenous Ameri-
cans based primarily 
in northeastern 
Arizona, Whorf 
claimed that their 
language treated 
time as a continuous 

process. Instead of dividing lived experience 
into a past, present, or future, Hopi 
expressions emphasized cycles, duration, 
and manifestation. According to Whorf, 
the Hopi concept of time is something that 
persists and recurs. 

Our grammar requires time to be 
segmented, quantified, and ordered in 
a set and immutable way, training its 
speakers to perceive reality in that same 
orderly fashion. The linear arrow of time 
is not just measured by clocks or justified 
by physics, but is rehearsed every time we 
speak. Linearity, then, becomes habitual 
and unquestioned. In this way, language 
becomes time’s legislator, reinforcing a 
version of reality that privileges linear 
progression as natural and inevitable. 

The Socio-Economic Consequence: 
Debt and Stewardship 

Linear time operates as a constructed 
framework with real, material consequences 
that shapes systems of value, obligation, 
and control. After all, isn’t time equal to 
money? Modern economic systems are 
built upon the simple assumption that 
time progresses forward, irreversibly, and 
that value must be extracted ahead of it. 
Nowhere is this more evident than in the 
logic of debt. 

Debt is a claim on the future. 
It transforms time into an obligation, 

binding individuals and institutions into 
a forward trajectory that must be met, 

repaid, and exceeded. In particular, 
interest depends on the idea that the 
future’s value will be larger than the 

present value. Within this system, time 
becomes something that we owe. 

This forward pressure reshapes 
behaviour. Resources are managed for 

future acceleration. Environments 
are depleted in the present to satisfy 

What we perceive as 
change reflects our 

shifting perspective, not a 
process unfolding within 

reality itself.

The universe may not be 
something that becomes 
as time passes—it may 
simply exist as a fixed, 

complete structure.
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always guaranteed. So far, the trust is generally high worldwide 
(average ~3.6/5) according to a recent study conducted in 2025. 
Most people see scientists as competent and believe scientific 
methods are reliable. There is no global “crisis of trust. However, 
variation exists within different groups of people depending on age, 
gender, and culture. Furthermore, international organizations like 
UNESCO have warned that maintaining scientific credibility requires 

protecting academic freedom, which ensures 
that scientists can conduct and communicate 
research without political, economic, or social 
pressure.

In reality, these pressures exist almost 
everywhere. Scientific research are not only 
shaped by evidence but also by funding 

priorities, institutional incentives, and public opinion. Industrial and 
political interests can influence which questions are asked, which 
studies are funded, and how results are interpreted. Even within 
academia, increasing competition and the urgency to publish 
can seriously compromise the quality and credibility of research. 
Some researchers argue that these systems prioritize output over 
thoroughness, and even imply that the need to publish and gain 
recognition is turning knowledge into a commodity. The value of 

If science keeps evolving, 
can we still trust it?

SCIENTIFIC INFORMATION is often conveyed to be a permanent 
truth, the solid ground in a world of uncertainty. At least that is what 
we learn in classrooms, what informs official policies, and what we 
see again and again in health, technological, and environmental 
contexts. But ever since the beginning of the scientific revolution, 
there have been constant waves of controversies where so-called 
“facts” are challenged or even overturned. A very recent example 
of this was when the Environmental Protection Agency wanted to 
revisit conclusions regarding greenhouse gases and their effects 
on human health. This raises an even deeper question: if scientific 
knowledge can evolve, what actually makes knowledge a fact?  

A scientific fact is often described as an observation that has 
been repeatedly confirmed through evidence. It differs from a 
hypothesis, which is a testable theory; a fact is that the observed 
reality is not just a simple statement that is considered true. In 
addition, factual information can only be interpreted in a context 
of larger systems, not just in isolation. This means 
that although a single observation may remain 
the same, the way we understand it can shift. 

The legitimacy of science is based on several 
key principles. First is empirical evidence: claims 
must be supported by measurable and observable 
data. The next is reproducibility: if an experiment 
is valid, other scientists should be able to replicate the results 
independently. Information should also be peer-reviewed. For 
instance, an overwhelming majority of scientists are in agreement 
about climate change because of decades of data and evidence 
collection. Lastly, there is falsification, originally introduced by 
philosopher Karl Popper, who believed that scientific claims should 
be testable and open to being proven wrong.

Despite having such strong foundations, trust in science is not 

Saanvi Mazumdar
Staff Writer

Source: The Harvard Gazette 

promises made about the future. Economic 
success is synonymous with expansion, while 
stagnation means failure. The linear arrow of 
time, once a scientific abstraction, becomes 
an economic imperative.

In stark contrast, systems that don’t operate 
on linear time often produce fundamentally 
different relationships to resources and 
responsibility. In many Indigenous frameworks, 
time is understood to be cyclical, where 
the past is not gone, and the future is not 
an abstract frontier, but a continuation of 
existing relationships. Stewardship becomes 
the organizing principle, not resource 
extraction. Renewal, balance, and return are 
the outcomes of decisions made holistically 
in accordance with a perception of time that 
surrounds, forever. 

A linear model of time incentivises 
accumulation deferral, while a cyclical model 
prioritises sustainability and continuity. What we 
like to call “progress” is actually the economic 
expression of a particular temporal belief. 

Conclusion: Reclaiming the now 

The “now” we experience—thin, vanishing, 
always collapsing into what has just been—may 
not be a property of time itself, but a condition 
imposed by how we understand it. Within a 
linear framework, the present can never hold; it 
exists only as a point of transition, or a thin veil, 
between what is gone forever and what has yet 
to arrive. Our time isn’t meant to be inhabited, 
only passed through continuously. And yet, this 
instability says less about time and more about 

If scientific knowledge 
can evolve, what actually 

makes knowledge a 
fact?

us. 
Even as physics gestures toward a potential 

reality in which moments coexist, and philosophy, 
from Nietzsche’s eternal recurrence to modern 
spacetime theory, undermines the certainty of 
forward progression, our lived experience remains 
bound to sequence. We remember, we anticipate, 
and we narrate ourselves along a line we cannot 
escape. The linear arrow persists not because it 
is proven without doubt, but because it is simply 
inescapable. 

But while the present cannot be made stable 
or permanent, it can be viewed differently. Not as 
something constantly slipping through our fingers, 
but as part of a reality that is already complete. 
Time may still feel like it moves, but that feeling is 
no longer mistaken for truth. 



| PAGE 5TRINITY TIMES ARTS & CULTURE
scientific research is becoming less important 
for its truth and more for economic gain.

Currently, this entanglement between science 
and power is capable of creating a dangerous 
feedback loop. Governments often rely on 
scientific findings to justify policies, while at the 
same time, those policies shape which scientific 
findings are elevated or 
ignored. During crises like 
the COVID-19 pandemic, 
shifting guidelines were 
frequently interpreted as 
failures of science rather 
than what they often were: 
adjustments based on new data. Scientists, 
meanwhile, found themselves caught between 
presenting objective findings and being 
perceived as political actors.

Importantly, the fact that scientific conclusions 
can change does not mean science is unreliable. 
On the contrary, it reflects one of its greatest 
strengths: its ability to self-correct. History provides 
clear examples. The shift from a geocentric model 
of the universe to Heliocentrism was not a failure 
of science, but a refinement of understanding 

based on better evidence.
The real danger lies 

not in this evolution, but in 
misunderstanding it. When 
changes in scientific consensus 
are framed as inconsistency, 
or when all perspectives are 

treated as equally valid regardless of evidence, 
the distinction between fact and opinion begins 
to collapse. This erosion of trust can have serious 
consequences, from weakened environmental 

protections to public health risks.
So what, ultimately, makes a fact a fact? It is 

not a certainty or permanence; rather, it is the 
strength of the evidence behind it, the ability 
of others to reproduce it, the scrutiny it has 
undergone and the freedom of scientists to 
pursue truth without interference. As current 
debates around academic freedom suggest, 
maintaining the legitimacy of science depends 
not only on method, but on the conditions 
under which knowledge is produced.

Science remains a reliable system we have 
for understanding the world, but it is not 
infallible. Facts may evolve, but the integrity 
of the process that produces them is what 
ensures that, over time, we move closer to the 
truth.

The need to publish 
and gain recognition is 

turning knowledge into a 
commodity.
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It’s Always That Deep: Algorithms, Soft Power, and 
Chinamaxxing in Revisiting Orientalism With M. Butterfly

We swipe through TikToks the way Gallimard stares across the opera house, totally transfixed, 
educated (we think), special (we think).

Sophia Chen
Staff Writer
BY NOW, you’ve probably scrolled far 
past someone on your FYP proclaiming 
themselves “newly Chinese.” They’re boiling 
apples in their water, shuffling around in 
indoor slippers, doing tai chi at sunrise. It’s 
#Chinamaxxing. Cute, maybe. Harmless, 
perhaps.

Though, as the trend peaked in February, 
hit the BBC, and is now dying down, you might 
have also seen critiques of the trend online 
for its Orientalist simplifications of Chinese 
culture. Some arguments, both for and 
against the movement, have been stronger 
than others. Now more than ever, it’s worth 
asking: what are we actually consuming when 
we consume “China”? There lies a haunting 
answer from 1988.

A few months ago, I watched David 
Henry Hwang’s infamous film M. Butterfly 
with Emergence, our St. George campus East 
Asian queer support group, borrowed on 
VHS from the library and screened in Robarts 
on a Thursday night. Thirty-four years after 
its 1988 release, we gathered to talk about a 
film that asks urgent questions about desire, 
deception, and who gets to speak for whom. 
This discussion sparked my inspiration for this 
article. In 2026, as we enter “a very Chinese 
time in our lives,” the film’s lessons about 
misrecognition feel urgent. We are still, it 
seems, in love with our own fantasies.

Sorry, What Infamous Film?

If you haven’t seen M. Butterfly, here’s 
what you need to know: it’s the 1960s Cold 
War era, and René Gallimard is a mid-level 
French diplomat stationed in Beijing. At 
a state opera performance, he becomes 
transfixed by Song Liling, an androgynous 
Chinese opera performer of devastating 
beauty and poise.

This plot is inspired by the true story of 
Bernard Boursicot, who, like the fictional 
Gallimard, was a mid-level French diplomat 
stationed in Beijing who conducted a 
twenty-year affair with Shi Pei Pu, a Chinese 
opera performer. In 1986, an espionage trial 

revealed that Shi Pei Pu was agender and 
born male and had been working as a spy 
for the Chinese government. Pu had used 
the affair to deceive Bouriscot into sharing 
sensitive government information all along.

Gallimard falls in love with Song Liling’s 
performance of a young begrieved geisha’s 
suicide from Giacomo Puccini’s 1904 play 
Madama Butterfly, where she is abandoned 
by an American man. Of the film’s most striking 
parallels, M. Butterfly ends with Gallimard’s 
suicide in prison, dressed as a geisha, cut 

Source: Jason Heller
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amidst footage of Liling’s jet set departure from 
French courts as a man.

M. Butterfly, directed by David Cronenberg 
and starring Jeremy Irons as Gallimard, premiered 
at the height of a geopolitical moment in the Cold 
War ’s final chapter, when China was simultaneously 
opening to the West and brutally consolidating 
control at home. It’s a film about what Western 
men imagine when they encounter China, and 
what they willfully refuse to see.

The Trend Explained

So, present-day Chinamaxxing sentiments on 
social media are nothing new. Western orientalist 
fantasies of an exotic, timeless, spiritually superior 
East have been around for centuries. But something 
shifted last year. Chinese infrastructure became 
visible internationally through “glitzy skyscrapers,” 
high-speed rail, and electric vehicles everywhere. 
Young Americans who came of age watching the 
Iraq War, 2008 financial crisis, and January 6th 
insurrection watched their own country stall while 
China built entire cities in months. When your 
country can’t build high-speed rail but you scroll 
endlessly through videos of it, the future starts to 
look Chinese.

The algorithm certainly helped. TikTok and 
RedNote flooded feeds with glamorous glimpses: 
Luckin coffee delivered in minutes, Chongqing’s 
neon cyberpunk streets, powdery makeup 
looks, wellness tips from creators who position 
Chineseness as aspirational. And yes, many of 
these creators are genuinely Chinese or Chinese-
American and are authentically sharing their 
culture. However, social media algorithms do not 
spread everything equally. As with all content, it 
amplifies the beautiful, filtered images of China 
that drive engagement while quietly suppressing 
inconvenient realities.

Gallimard and the Opera

Early in M. Butterfly, Song Liling invites 
Gallimard to the Peking Opera to “further your 
education” after laughing at his ignorance in 
praising the beauty of Madama Butterfly’s suicide 
scene. “If a blonde cheerleader fell in love with 
a short, Japanese businessman,” Liling asks, “you 
would consider this girl to be a deranged idiot, 
correct?”

Throughout the film, Liling makes several sharp 
critiques of Western orientalism. Yet importantly, 
this is also the crux of his manipulative tactic. 
Liling invents fictitious customs of Chinese purity 
culture to disguise his gender in the bedroom. 
By lecturing on orientalism, he also encourages 
Gallimard to feel uniquely educated, able to 
understand China and Chinese beauty, positioned 

as the rare white man who “gets it.” Gallimard 
feels seen, intelligent, initiated. Meanwhile, he 
stares blankly across audiences at the Peking 
Opera and feeds misinformed psychoanalyses 
of Vietnamese troops to his superiors at work, 
convinced that the Vietnam War will be avoided. 
He fails to recognize that Liling feeds him a 
broader deceptive fantasy, albeit anchored in 
grains of truth.

What Authentic Engagement Actually Looks 
Like

In my opinion, the uncomfortable truth of M. 
Butterfly is that Gallimard didn’t have any moral 
obligation to learn Chinese language or culture. 
But he would have been a better diplomat who was 
more accurate, less manipulated, and less likely 
to make catastrophic errors both professionally 
and personally, if he had. He could have talked to 
people beyond Song Liling. He would be able to 
seek multiple sources, competing perspectives, 
information that contradicted his own desires to 
make himself harder to deceive.

This same idea applies 
to Chinamaxxing. As an 
outsider, perhaps you don’t 
have to care about China. 
But if you decide to form 
opinions about another 
country that shape how 
you vote, where you want 
to live, or what you think the future looks like, 
then doing your research and consuming media 
with due diligence matters.

And yes, Western media curates images of 
China too. The BBC article on Chinamaxxing 
unsurprisingly concludes by emphasizing China’s 
prevailing political problems. Meanwhile, TikTok 
algorithms behaviourally bias toward highlighting 
the beautiful parts of China. Both are filtered. 
The answer isn’t to choose one source to trust 
over another. It’s to seek more sources, if you 
care enough. Talk to actual Chinese people both 
online and around you if you’re truly interested in 
understanding what their lives look like beyond 
the algorithm. Don’t speak over them.

What you’ll generally find is that China’s 
growth is genuine, albeit accompanied by 
struggle. Most of the new infrastructure is real, 
and most young people there are still excited 
about their country. And Chinese youth continue 
to face record unemployment rates. And there 
exists severely uneven patterns of development 
across rural and urban parts of the country. 
And gig workers are burning out. Ultimately, 
the strongest depictions of China’s rise include 
accounting for its complexities.

The Real Stakes

“But it’s just TikTok,” you might say. “People 
aren’t making serious decisions based on 
apple water and tai chi videos.”

Except I would argue that they are, 
especially in our age of digital politics. 
Collective perception shapes geopolitical 
reality. When millions of young Americans 
form impressions of China through curated 
feeds, those impressions influence voting, 
investment, and diplomatic strategies. They 
shape soft power in real ways. In its ironic 
form as an exoticized and superficial trend, 
however, Chinamaxxing is subject to fall out of 
fashion, if it hasn’t already. Maybe we can only 
hope that some inklings of real knowledge or 
interest in China float residually into public 
consciousness. Or we can focus on more 
interesting conversations reignited by these 
pop culture moments, like those across U of 
T’s student clubs. No matter how cynical we 
can feel toward trends, it is undeniable that 
this moment marks a new step in China’s rising 

global soft power.
Yes, gatekeeping 

“authentic” culture feels 
elitist. That’s not what 
this is. Personally, I love 
that Chinese culture 
is becoming more 
popular, and it makes 

me happy to see my peers learning Mandarin. 
I also don’t think anyone should be judged 
for trying to participate in Chinese culture, 
but intent still matters. If you’re consuming 
narratives that shape your political worldview, 
be honest about what you’re also not seeing. 
Check your sources. Seek out contradictions 
and try to find honest perspectives.

Thirty-four years after M. Butterfly 
premiered, so many of us are still in love with 
our own fantasies about China. The difference 
is that in 1988, those fantasies were individual 
obsessions. Now, they’re algorithmic, 
collective, and geopolitical. We swipe through 
TikToks the way Gallimard stares across the 
opera house, transfixed and convinced that 
we understand.

But understanding requires looking at 
what the algorithm won’t show you. It requires 
sitting with contradictions by celebrating 
genuine achievements while acknowledging 
real problems. It’s always that deep. The 
question is whether you’re willing to go there.

We swipe through TikToks 
the way Gallimard stares 
across the opera house, 

transfixed and convinced 
that we understand.
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Gowns, Candlelight, and 
Questions of Belonging 

Exploring how tradition shapes belonging—
and for whom—at Trinity College

Alysa Leigh
Staff Writer

AS SOON as we arrive at Trinity, we partake in one of the college’s 
oldest traditions—Matriculation. We step into Convocation Hall, 
witnessing its grandeur for the first time perhaps, lining up one 
by one, waiting our turn to trace our names in ink, and of course, 
make it look nice with a little cursive twirl at the end as we know 
it will be archived and stored forever for future Trinity students to 
one day look back on.  

role that traditions play in shaping the college experience. Anneke 
Lee, the Trinity College Meeting (TCM) Chair, describes these 
traditions as more than moments of formality or leisure. Rather, 
they act as a bridge between past and present, connecting students 
to a broader intellectual and institutional lineage. “Traditions are 
such a vital part of college culture because they connect us with 
something greater than ourselves,” she explains. Through events 
like High Table and Conversat, students are not only stepping away 
from academic pressures but also stepping into a shared history 
that spans across generations of scholars. 

At the same time, Anneke emphasizes that these traditions are 
not simply inherited; they are actively shaped by students. As a 
student governing body, the TCM plays a central role in organizing 
and adapting these events, from setting ticket prices to determining 
their level of formality. This autonomy allows traditions to evolve 
alongside the student body, reinforcing a sense of ownership and 
participation that contributes to their continued relevance. This 
role positions student leadership not only as organizers, but as 
stewards of how tradition evolves. 

Yet even as traditions continue to evolve through student 
involvement, they are not experienced uniformly across the Trinity 
community. For some, Trinity’s traditions carry a more complicated 

weight, shaped 
by the college’s 
history and the 
ways in which 
it has evolved. 
One third-year 
Trinity student 
noted that 
while traditions 
today are not 

intended to replicate the past, they can still evoke earlier forms of 
exclusivity. Trinity, once a much smaller and predominantly white, 
male institution, has changed significantly, and traditions such 
as High Table are now open to everyone and widely attended. 
Yet the historical context is not always fully acknowledged in how 
these traditions are presented today, creating a tension between 
inclusion in practice and exclusion in origin. 

Trinity archival records suggest that this tension is not new. 
A 1960s Converzione Committee document described the event 
as “a small exclusive dance,” indicating that exclusivity was once 
an intentional feature of certain traditions. These records also 
emphasize that “no attempt should be made to turn it into a 
large money-making proposition,” revealing a deliberate effort to 
preserve its scale and character. At the same time, concerns about 
ticket sales and participation suggest that even then, traditions 
were being actively negotiated, attempting to balance between 
maintaining identity and adapting to student behaviour. These 
records complicate the idea of tradition as something fixed, instead 
revealing it as continuously constructed and adapted over time. 

Building on this historical context, conversation with Rolph-
Bell Archivist Lindsay Grant reveals that Trinity’s traditions are 
not formally prescribed, but sustained through participation and 
collective memory. There is no written rule that practices such 
as High Table or Matriculation must continue; rather, they persist 
because students choose to engage with them. In this sense, 
tradition operates less as an institutional mandate and more as 
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Not long after, we step into another ritual together. The room 
settles as the chairs scrape softly against the floor. Black gowns 
fall into place. Candlelight flickers against long wooden tables. 
The portraits of past provosts and leaders suddenly become 
much more noticeable, and the anticipation of conversation and 
speeches begins to build. At that moment, the noise of deadlines 
and unfinished assignments seems to recede. At High Table, it 
is easy to feel as though you are part of something larger than 
yourself—something ancient, ritualistic, and enduring—as you are 
pulled into a moment suspended in time. 

When we participate in these traditions at Trinity, whether it be 
Matriculation, High Table, black gowns, or Conversat, what exactly 
gives them their sense of legitimacy? Is it simply their attachment 
to the institution, or the way the institution itself is experienced? 
And perhaps the more pressing question is: for whom does this 
legitimacy hold?

For many students, this sense of legitimacy is closely tied to the 

Photo of the Trinity College Matriculation Register with page opened to 1852, the 
first class at Trinity College
Photo Source: F1005, Office of the Registrar fonds. Trinity College Archives 

They can still evoke earlier 
forms of exclusivity...creating 
a tension between inclusion in 

practice and exclusion in origin
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a social phenomenon, shaped by those 
who take part in it. As Grant notes, “if it’s 
manufactured and it feels inauthentic, it 
might not stick around,” suggesting that the 
longevity of traditions depends not on its 
history alone, but on whether it resonates 
with the present student community. At the 
same time, Grant emphasizes that these 
traditions have never been static. Practices 
that now feel emblematic of Trinity were 
once contested or resisted. Students, for 
instance, were historically required to wear 
gowns not only at formal events but in daily 
academic life, a rule many sought to escape 
at the first opportunity.

According to a 2025 Varsity article, the 
return of the gowns was brought back after 
COVID-19 as a result of persistent effort 
from the TCM—demonstrating that even 
long-standing symbols can disappear, be 
reinterpreted, and ultimately be revived 
through student action. The return of gowns 
was not an administrative initiative, but 
the result of sustained 
student advocacy 
beginning in 2023. 
Members of the Trinity 
College Meeting (TCM) 
and the Trinity College 
Board of Stewards (TCBS) 
pushed for their reinstatement, framing 
gowns as a unifying symbol of college 
identity. At a widely attended town hall 
in Seeley Hall, every student who spoke 
supported their return, often linking their 
absence to a broader decline in Trinity’s 

social and cultural life. 
The process also revealed tensions 

between students and administration. 
While administrators cited concerns 
about cost, maintenance, and the gowns’ 
historical associations, students challenged 
these claims, particularly after discovering 
hundreds of usable gowns in storage. 
As Dean Kevin O’Neill described, gowns 
function as an “empty signifier,” meaning 
their significance depends on how they are 
interpreted. For many students, this opened 
the possibility of reclaiming gowns not as 
symbols of hierarchy, but of belonging and 
shared experience. 

While the return of gowns demonstrates 
how traditions can be reclaimed and 
redefined, it also raises further questions 
about who is able to participate in these 
traditions. While traditions such as the 
High Table and formal events contribute to 
Trinity’s distinct identity within the larger U 
of T community, they are also not always 
accessible to everyone. Zari Freeze, a first-
year Trinity student, expressed that while 
she values these traditions and believes 
they play an important role in fostering 
community, they must remain accessible. 
“Traditions should only be done if they 
can be accessible to anyone,” she said, 
emphasizing that financial barriers can 
shape how students experience these 
events. 

One way of addressing this tension is 
to reconsider what tradition is meant to 
do in the present. Patrick Chiao, a first-
year student from St. Michael’s College, 
offers an external perspective, suggesting 
that traditions should not be understood 
as something fixed or untouchable, but 
rather as something that evolves alongside 
the community. “Tradition does not have 
to mean something that’s dead,” he said. 
“It should be something that is living.” In 
this view, traditions at Trinity are not static 

inheritances, but practices 
that must be continually 
reinterpreted, shaped by 
those who participate in 
them, rather than simply 
preserved by those who 
oversee them. 

This capacity for change is reflected in 
the role of Trinity College Meeting. Anneke 
notes that “the TCM’s role is to channel 
the student voice into meaningful events 
and activities that enhance the student 
experience.” Through this structure, students 

are not merely participants in tradition, but 
active contributors to how it is shaped and 
experienced. The TCM’s autonomy enables 
decisions around accessibility, formality, and 
inclusion, demonstrating that tradition at 
Trinity is not only inherited, but continuously 
refined through student engagement. 

For instance, ticket prices for major 
events such as Conversat have been 
adjusted in recent years—from around $80 
last year to approximately $70 this year—
reflecting an effort to make participation 
more attainable. While such changes may 
not fully resolve concerns around cost or 
inclusion, they demonstrate that tradition 
at Trinity is not fixed, but instead continually 
negotiated by the students who choose to 
challenge and engage with it.  

In the end, the legitimacy of Trinity’s 

Traditions at Trinity 
are not static  

inheritances[...]

Photo of 100th Anniversary High Table Dinner at Stra-
chan Hall
Photo Source: Author’s photo

traditions does not rest solely in their 
history, administration or formality, but in 
how they are experienced in the present 
by students. There is no singular way these 
traditions are experienced. For some, they 
offer a powerful sense of belonging, and 
intellectual identity. At the same time, it also 
raises important questions about access, 
history, and inclusion. The most important 
thing is not to pretend that its history and 
present issues do not exist, but rather to 
hold these perspectives simultaneously, 
using them to help shape a better future. 

And perhaps that is what makes these 
moments at Matriculation, High Table, and 
Conversat feel so compelling. Not just the 
ritualistic process of signing our names, 
wearing our gowns, heels and ties, or the 
candlelight, but the sense that tradition 
is still unfolding—shaped by those who 
participate in it, question it, and redefine 
what it becomes. 

Photo of Trinity College’s 143rd Conversat, 2026
Photo Source: Trinity College Conversat Committee, taken 
by Rahad
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HOW DO you stage a play about a time period that you never 
experienced?

Trinity College Dramatic Society (TCDS) recently tackled this 
challenge with impressive results in their production of Rent.

Written by Jonathan Larson, Rent was first performed on 
Broadway in 1996. Back then, the musical’s story about young 
artists and activists in the 1990s was contemporary. But for the cast 
and crew of TCDS, Rent is set in a time from before they were born. 
Such a discrepancy in time periods could feel intimidating, but it 
need not be a deterrent. Indeed, TCDS’s Rent, which ran between 
February 5th and 7th, 2026, proved that a historical setting can be 
at the heart of a theatrical production’s vitality.

Rent has a rich history of reckoning with stories from the 
past: the musical itself is an adaptation of Giacomo Puccini’s 1896 
opera La Bohème. Larson traded Puccini’s setting of nineteenth-
century Paris for 1990s New York. The characters—a friend group 
of struggling young artists—are mostly kept the same, while the 
original plot’s backdrop of a tuberculosis outbreak is updated to 
the American AIDS epidemic.

Rent depicts an ensemble of characters, following their lives 
over two Christmas seasons as they attempt to create art, pay 
rent, fight gentrification and discrimination, and survive the AIDS 
epidemic. At the centre of the musical are roommates Mark, an 
aspiring filmmaker, and Roger, a musician. There’s also Roger ’s 
girlfriend Mimi (a strip club dancer), Mark’s ex-girlfriend Maureen 
(a performance artist), and their friends Benny, Tom Collins, and 
Angel.

Since its Broadway debut, Rent has become one of the most 
iconic modern musicals. It has toured around the world and been 
produced countless times by professional and amateur theatre 
companies alike. TCDS’s version of Rent draws strength from this 
rich lineage of past productions. In my interview with the director, 
Kit Dixon, they discussed how they drew particular inspiration from 
a 2008 recording of the Broadway production of Rent. Call backs 
to this and other versions of the musical were most evident in the 
show’s choreography. Like in many other versions, in TCDS’s version 
of the Act 1 closing number, “La Vie Bohème,” characters dance 
together while sitting at, and eventually standing on, a long table. 

Unruly Joy On Stage: Review of Trinity College 
Dramatic Society’s Rent

Sophia Goold
Associate Editor

Photo Source: Trinity College Dramatic Society
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The result is a joyous and boisterous dance number that captures 
the characters’ bohemian lifestyle. Beyond “La Vie Bohème,” Maya 
Elder ’s choreography work also shone through in the character of 
Angel (played by Juan Parra). Angel is a drag queen, and so Elder, 
as she explained in her interview with me, researched the dance 
styles of the 1990s ballroom scene to infuse Angel’s number “Today 
4 U” with authentic vogue moves. Overall, the choreography of 
TCDS’s Rent captured the musical’s energetic tone and paid 
compelling homage to past dance styles and productions.

Even as it drew inspiration from previous versions of Rent, TCDS’s 
show was engaging for both audience members familiar with the 
musical and those new to it. This appeal was due in large part 
to multiple excellent acting performances. Rent’s cast, including 
the ensemble cast members, rose to the challenge of this highly 
character-driven show, depicting Rent’s many emotional highs and 
lows in both speech and song. I was particularly moved by James 
Higgins’s nuanced portrayal of Roger. Higgins’s impassioned vocals 
in “One Song Glory,” in which Roger sings about his goal to achieve 
musical success before succumbing to HIV, had the audience 
holding their breath. Also worth mentioning is Gaby Bondoc as 

Maureen. With their self-confident stage presence, Bondoc did 
Maureen’s bombastic personality justice and skillfully executed a 
fun moment of audience interaction during “Over the Moon.”

Beyond especially lively numbers like “La Vie Bohème,” TCDS’s 
production was perhaps a relatively serious rendition of Rent. The 
show did not lean into all of the script’s opportunities for comedy. 
At times, moments that I expected to garner laughter, such as 
when Mimi flirts with Roger by repeatedly blowing out a candle, 
were played with little humour.

However, what the show sacrificed in comedy, it gained in the 
strength of its messaging. Rent explores undeniably political issues, 
such as drug use and homelessness, and depicts marginalized 
people, especially queer characters, fighting for their safety and 
livelihoods. The TCDS production embraced the depictions of 
these issues, particularly through the set design. Set pieces and the 
stage walls were decorated in graffiti, which included a variety of 
political and social justice slogans, including ones from the present 
day, such as “Trans rights = human rights” and “Fuck ICE.” This 
somewhat anachronistic set design draws links between the issues 
Rent’s characters faced in the 1990s and those many people face 

Roger in TCDS’s Rent, played by James Higgins
Photo Source: Trinity College Dramatic Society

today. The effect is clear: although Rent might be a show set in the 
past, it is concerned with urgent issues still very much applicable 
to audiences in 2026.

As Dixon pointed out to me, this topicality is especially 
important within the context of TCDS and U of T. In this version 
of Rent, the young characters were played by young adult actors. 
Much of the audience was of a similar age too. This similarity in 
age undoubtedly allowed actors to connect more deeply with 
their characters’ struggles, regardless of time period. Moreover, 
as an audience member, seeing actors and characters my age on 
stage drove home that the themes of Rent—of dispossession and 
the strength of marginalized communities in the face of it—are as 
relevant today as they were in the 1990s.

Maureen in TCDS’s Rent, played by Gaby Bondoc
Photo Source: Trinity College Dramatic Society

Mimi and Roger in TCDS’s Rent
Photo Source: Trinity College Dramatic Society
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IN THE age of social media, where clicks 
and engagement often matter more than 
real substance, it’s easier than ever for mis-
information to spread online. Flashy and 
outlandish claims about science, health, 
and technology can be much more inter-
esting than reality. For the average TikTok 
user, discerning medical fact from fiction is 
more difficult than it may seem.

In 2024, the World Economic Forum’s 
Global Risks Report identified misinformation 
and disinformation as the most severe 
short-term risk to our world. Two years 
later, it’s clear why. Though panic over the 
COVID-19 pandemic certainly exacerbated 
the issue, health misinformation like the 
anti-vaccination (anti-vaxx) movement 
has been growing online for decades. But 
how exactly does misinformation spread 
online, and how impactful is it really? More 
importantly, how can misinformation be 
combatted—systemically and individually?

Spreading a Pandemic of False Informa-
tion
In 1998, former British doctor and researcher 
Andrew Wakefield published a paper in The 
Lancet claiming that the measles, mumps, 
and rubella (MMR) vaccine was connect-
ed to autism in young children. The paper 
drew criticism from his colleagues and was 
quickly retracted by The Lancet. Years later, 
Wakefield lost the ability to practice medi-
cine in the UK due to “[bringing] the medi-
cal profession into disrepute.”

	 But the damage was already done. 
Wakefield’s false claims spread to other 
areas of Europe and to North America, 
causing drops in vaccination rates and an 
increase in measles outbreaks in countries 
across the globe. Wakefield’s paper is largely 

credited with the resurgence of the anti-vaxx 
movement over the past several decades, a 
movement that has only grown alongside the 
use of social media.

	 Researchers identify five key aspects of 
social media that are particularly conducive 
to the spread of misinformation:

1. Anyone can instantly post anything, 
regardless of their qualifications. Social media 
moves rapidly, and misinformation often 
receives more engagement and reaches 
more users than truthful posts.

2. Social media algorithms create “echo 
chambers.” These algorithms analyze what 
users interact with and what they ignore 
to continuously show users posts that they 
may enjoy. This leads to a self-fulfilling 
loop wherein a user that engages in health 
misinformation is repeatedly shown more 
health misinformation, to the point that they 
may not even be aware that other viewpoints 
exist.

3. Robots or “bots” are known to imitate 
real users and post misinformation on 

social media, often about topics such as 
politics and health (and health is inherently 
political!). 

4. Content creators and social media 
platforms are financially incentivised to post 
misinformation, as misinformation again 
tends to receive more engagement.

5. Human psychology and algorithms 
contribute to confirmation and repetition 
biases, where people are more likely to 
believe information that aligns with their 
beliefs and that they have heard many 
times.

Users online deliberately spreading 
health misinformation employ several 
tactics to further their agendas, such as 
skewing science, shifting hypotheses, and 
censoring or attacking critics. 

But users may also be unintentionally 
spreading misinformation, such as TikTokers 
promoting the controversial practice of 
stem cell tourism to cure their child’s chronic 
conditions—a practice that is currently 
unregulated, ineffective, and linked with a 
myriad of complications including tumour 
formation. In cases such as these, users 
often have the good intentions of sharing 
something they believe to be a medical 
miracle. But despite their best intentions, 
the spread of health misinformation can 
often do more harm than good.

I Saw it on TikTok
In a cross-sectional study of social media 
posts about five popular medical tests—in-
cluding full body MRIs and gut microbiome 
tests—most posts were misleading, using 
personal anecdotes over scientific evidence, 
and failed to mention potential harms such 

Sweat and Tonic at The Well. Source: Sweat and Tonic

I Saw it on TikTok: Health 
Misinformation on Social Media
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Mechanisms, impacts, and potential solutions for health 
misinformation in the post-truth era

Jasmine Chow
Associate Editor

Photo Source: Canadian Medical Association 
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as overuse. Moreover, 68% of posters had financial interests in 
promoting these tests.

	 This growing pattern of health misinformation on short-
form content platforms—such as TikTok and Instagram, where 
users often scroll through posts quickly without thinking about 
what they just saw—can impact public health outcomes and erode 
public trust in healthcare systems. 

	 For example, an analysis of the 100 most-viewed TikToks 
related to ADHD showed that less than half 
of the claims made in those videos aligned 
with clinical guidelines for diagnosing ADHD. 
The study found that young adults were 
more likely to overestimate the prevalence 
and severity of ADHD symptoms if they 
consumed more ADHD-related content 
on TikTok. Moreover, young adults were 
more likely to consider unreliable videos as 
significantly more trustworthy than they actually are.

	 This demonstrates how misleading social media posts can 
alter public perception on various health issues and how easy 
it is for health misinformation to go unnoticed in young adults. 
This misinformation is often polarizing, with “wellness influencers” 
contradicting public health authorities, leading to mistrust of 
health organizations. People then turn to alternative sources 
online that spread misinformation and undermine qualified health 
experts, creating an endless cycle of misinformation leading to 
more misinformation and enabling its spread.

	 Health misinformation can also affect much more than public 
perception, having physical and quantifiable impacts on our health 
systems. The Council of Canadian Academies released an expert 
panel on the socioeconomic impacts of health misinformation, 
describing robust evidence that misinformation can cause individual 
and collective impacts to our healthcare system. These include 
illness and death from unsafe health interventions, illness and 
death from contagious and vaccine-preventable diseases, money 
wasted on ineffective products and services, increased healthcare 
and societal costs, and inaction or delayed public policy action.

	 Misinformation also exacerbates existing inequalities and 
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social divides in the healthcare system, particularly in racialized 
communities. Negative health impacts during the COVID-19 
pandemic, for instance, were found to disproportionately affect 
racialized and other underserved communities.

Scientific Legitimacy in the Post-truth Era
Given all of this, how can healthcare systems respond to the spread 
of misinformation online? And how can the average social media 

user learn to think critically about scientific 
claims online?

Unfortunately, the issue isn’t as simple 
as telling people to read scientific articles. 
Emotions and cognitive biases, as well as 
online echo chambers, make it difficult to 
reach people affected by misinformation. 
Instead, researchers have identified five 
research areas that must be studied to 

improve public policy and practice against health misinformation. 
These include enhancing surveillance for misinformation online, 
understanding psychological drivers, assessing the consequences 
of misinformation, focusing on vulnerable populations, and testing 
effective responses.

In 1998, The Lancet published 
a paper claiming that the 

MMR vaccine was connected 
to autism in young children.

Photo Source: NBC News

Photo Source: Global News

Many of these topics are being studied, but an increase in public 
health research is needed to develop effective frameworks against 
misinformation. For instance, how can qualified professionals best 
penetrate the misinformation bubbles that exist online? And what 
would effective legislation against misinformation on social media 
look like?

On a long-term scale, it’s also important to increase scientific 
and media literacy in the general population. Educating the public 
on how to assess a claim for its legitimacy, how to spot tactics used 
by agents of misinformation, and how to maintain a healthy level 
of skepticism towards sensational medical claims could all prevent 
misinformation in future generations. 

For those reading who want to avoid falling into the trap of 
health misinformation: remain skeptical and alert. Consider the 
motivations of a post on social media. Read more from scientific 
experts and health authorities—and less so from wellness 
influencers or unqualified bloggers. 


